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Abstract
This mixed methods study explored the lived experiences of first-generation college
seniors to develop a deeper understanding of the presence of impostor phenomenon
during their college journey. Through a social constructivist lens, this study focused
on the lived experiences of first-generation college seniors. This resulted in the
understanding of how impostor phenomenon manifests among first-generation
students and how perceived experiences of resilience and persistence aided the firstgeneration students on the journey to graduation. This study defined first-generation
students as those whose parents did not attend college at all. The study sample
consisted of 51 first-generation college seniors who completed the survey, six also
participating in interviews. Data were analyzed through analysis of survey feedback
consisting of three scales used to measure impostor phenomenon, resilience and
persistence, as well as key themes that arose through descriptive statistics, interviews,
and coding. Findings revealed first-generation college students experience impostor
phenomenon and struggle with the question, “Do I belong here?” In addition, the
findings showed a need to learn how to be confident, overcome self-doubt, navigate
campus culture, and ask for help. Recommendations emerged for future first-year firstgeneration students, parents of first-generation students, professors, and financial aid
counselors.
Keywords: first-generation college students, seniors, impostor phenomenon,
impostor syndrome, resilience, persistence, higher education
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Chapter 1: Introduction
As America’s higher education system continues to educate a diverse student
population, the importance of supporting various student demographics is essential to
student success. According to the Association of American Colleges and Universities
(2019), the student population in America’s institutions of higher education is more
diverse than ever before. A report by the American Council on Education (2019)
conveyed that students of color made up about 30% of the undergraduate student
population in 1996, with this number increasing to 45% in 2016. In the past few
decades, America’s higher education system has seen an increase among historically
minority student groups in addition to diversity in general (John & Stage, 2014). The
National Center for Education Statistics (2013) reported the number of minority
students attending institutions of higher education is expected to increase significantly.
Among the historically minority student group, many are first-generation college
students who are first among their immediate family to go to college (Saenz, Hurtado,
Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). America’s institutions of higher learning are
increasingly admitting first-generation college students (Stephens, Fryberg, Markus,
Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012).
There are varying definitions of who first-generation college students are.
Institutions of higher education, governing agencies, and various researchers often
define first-generation students as those whose parents have no college or postsecondary experience (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Choy, 2001; Horn & Nunez, 2000;
Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pryor, Hurtado, Saenz, Lindholm, Korn, &
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Mahoney, 2006). Moreover “1 in 6 students fits into the definition of a first-generation
college student, which is often defined as a student whose parents have earned a high
school diploma or less” (Irlbeck, Adams, Akers, Burris, & Jones, 2014, p. 154). While
there are varying definitions of who first-generation students are, this study focuses on
defining first-generation students as those whose parents did not attend college at all.
Engle and Tinto (2008) reported a large population of about 4.5 million students in the
last decade identified as first-generation students entering institutions of higher
education in America. This number continued to grow, during the 2015-16 academic
year, citing 56% of undergraduates nationally were first-generation college students
(Center for First-generation Student Success, 2019).
It is also important to note that high percentages of college enrollment do not
translate into persistence and degree completion for first-generation students.
According to Center for First-Generation Student Success (2019), six years after
entering postsecondary education, approximately 56% of first-generation students and
40% of those continuing-generation students had not completed their degree.
Despite the increase in student body diversity, many areas of America’s higher
education continue to underserve and underrepresent students of color and other
minority student groups specifically, first-generation students (Espinosa, Turk, Taylor,
& Chessman, 2019). Regardless of how institutions of higher education or researchers
define first-generation students, this minority student group continues to generate
strong interest.
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Research shows that compared to their peers, first-generation students have
little to no academic preparation, varied motivation for attending college, wideranging levels of persistence and resilience, parental support, involvement,
mentorship, and experience substantial barriers to their academic journey and success
(Saenz et al., 2007). The lack or varied presence of such factors as parental support
point to key aspects of social and cultural capital that often first-generation students
lack in order to succeed.
First-generation students are often underprepared academically for what is
expected of them. They often lack some of the basic insider knowledge on how to
navigate finances, mental health, college social life adjustment, in addition to
academic integration and how to interact with their college staff and faculty in and
outside the classroom (Brewer, 2011; Chaney, Muraskin, Cahalan, & Goodwin, 1998;
Hsaio, 1992; York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991). These deficits distinguish firstgeneration students from their non-first-generation peers and makes this population of
students critical to study.
Impostor Phenomenon
One of the substantial barriers first-generation students face during their
college journey is impostor phenomenon. In order to explore impostor phenomenon
among first-generation college seniors, a closer look at the perceived experiences
related to resilience and persistence is important as well. Impostor phenomenon has
been defined as an internal experience that has been observed to occur in highachieving individuals who do not believe their achievements are due to their own
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abilities or hard work (Wilke, 2018). Impostor phenomenon was first documented by
Clance and Imes (1978) who asserted that people who experience impostor
phenomenon do not see themselves as intelligent or deserving of their
accomplishments. Clance and Imes (1978) further described impostor phenomenon as
a psychological experience of intellectual and professional fraudulence or as the
internal experience of intellectual phoniness according to (Matthews & Clance, 1985).
Although originally studied and observed among a group of successful females
and described as a predisposition unique to successful people (Clance & Imes, 1978),
impostor phenomenon is not limited to only successful people according to (Harvey,
1981). Impostor phenomenon is experienced when people are faced with achievement
responsibilities regardless of their success or gender (Harvey & Katz, 1985). Research
shows the fear of being found out or exposed as a fraud is associated with negative
self-beliefs such as anxiety, depression, and lack of resilience among individuals who
experience impostor phenomenon (Chrisman, Pieper, Clance, Holland, & GlickaufHughes, 1995; Cozzarelli Major, 1990).
This study will further close a gap in the data of self-reported experiences of
first-generation students by exploring their lived experiences to better understand the
presence, or lack thereof, of impostor phenomenon during their college journey.
Earlier research studies about impostor phenomenon are not just about ‘impostor
phenomenon and first-generation college students ‘experiences.’ Studies such as
Blackmon (2018) combines impostor phenomenon and the experiences of firstgeneration students of color at a predominately white institution, highlighting the
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unique challenges first-generation college students of color face while attending a
predominately white institution. This study will provide data and analysis that focuses
solely on impostor phenomenon among first-generation college students without
adding other factors such as being female, students of color, or enrolled in STEM
fields. Blackmon’s study like many studies about impostor phenomenon among firstgeneration students focuses on students from one school. This study investigated
impostor phenomenon among a diverse sample of first-generation college students. By
taking a diverse sample, this study provided a larger picture of the experiences with
impostor phenomenon among first-generation college students.
Furthermore, this study sought to address a gap in the literature on firstgeneration student experiences. Existing research has focused on the challenges firstgeneration students face because of their first generation-student status and being
mostly low-income students and students of color. Lynch (2013) reported
approximately 49% of Latino students and 45% of African American students
identified as first-generation students. Lynch, (2013) further found about 60% of the
US college population identified as first-generation students, yet institutions of higher
education still maintain their traditional model of catering to traditional middle/upper
and non-first-generation college students. Administrators, faculty members, and
policymakers should continue to utilize research aimed at gathering raw data on firstgeneration students’ lived experiences and how those relate to impostor phenomenon
as an invisible barrier to college success.

6
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this mixed methods research study was to explore the lived
experiences of first-generation college seniors to understand the presence of impostor
phenomenon during the journey to graduation. The study seeks to understand how
impostor phenomenon manifests among first-generation students. In addition, this
study examined how perceived experiences of resilience and persistence among firstgeneration students relate to the presence of impostor phenomenon. To further
investigate impostor phenomenon among first-generation college students, and their
experiences related to resilience and persistence, the following research questions
were targeted:
1. Do first-generation students experience impostor phenomenon during their
journey to graduation?
2. If experienced, in what ways do students experience impostor phenomenon?
2b. How do students describe experences of impostor phenomenon?
3. What perceived factors contribute to the resilience and persistence of firstgeneration students on the journey to graduation?
The goal of this research was to explore the lived experiences of firstgeneration college seniors to understand the presence of impostor phenomenon during
their college journey. The ultimate aim of the research was to understand how firstgeneration students deal with the presence of impostor phenomenon in their lived
experiences. Findings from this study will assist professionals in higher education that
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work closely with this critical student population in supporting them through this
invisible barrier toward academic success.
Through the quantitative research phase, a Qualtrics survey with containing
the impostor phenomenon measurement scale, the resilience scale and grit scale was
used by the researcher to measure the presence, or lack, thereof impostor phenomenon
among the first-generation college students and their experiences of resilience and
persistence. The survey instrument was sent out to the first-generation college seniors
through the Center for First-Generation Student Success, a national membership
organization for institutions of higher education that support first-generation students,
in addition to other social media platforms that engage first-generation college
students around the country. Approximately 150 first-generation college seniors where
solicited to participate in the study. Of that number, 230 responded to the survey and
51 fully completely the survey (n = 51). The qualitative phase of the study included
six interview questions with 21 participants indicating they were interested in being
interviewed. Of the 21, only 10 signed up for interviews. Out of the 10, six interviews
were considered for the study. Participants were asked if they experienced impostor
phenomenon, and if they did, to describe those feelings or actions of impostorism. The
participants were asked if feelings of impostor phenomenon continued to manifest
throughout their college journey from their first year to senior year. Lastly, the
participants were asked to name and explain experiences of resilience and persistence
that have helped them or hoped would have helped them navigate impostor
phenomenon during the four years of college. Survey and interview analyses helped to
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identify themes related to the presence of impostor phenomenon, experiences
contributing to the presence of impostor phenomenon and lived experiences of
resilience and persistence that helped students navigate impostor phenomenon. The
last question in the survey asked participants to indicate, by providing an email
address, if they wanted to be contacted for a 30-minute interview. The goal of
conducting interviews was to speak directly with the first-generation students to gather
their lived experiences around impostor phenomenon and their narratives of resilience
and persistence.
Significance
This study provides a better understanding of first-generation students’
experiences and how they navigated college, even when experiencing impostorism. By
analyzing the responses of the participants, this study obtained a deeper understanding
of what impostor phenomenon looks like for first-generation students and how they
navigated the feelings of impostorism from their first to senior year.
Impostor phenomenon has been studied in relation to other variables such as
gender (Harvey, 1981; Topping & Kimmel, 1985), various ethnic groups (Chae,
Piedmont, Estadt, & Wicks, 1995), and with persons of various occupations
(Bechtoldt, 2015; Want & Kleitman, 2006). This study contributes to the list of
studies on impostor phenomenon, specifically among first-generation college
students. Findings from the study will inform the administrators, staff, faculty, and
policymakers who work in higher education about the experiences of first-generation
seniors and how their resilience and persistence served them from their freshman to
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senior year in the presence of impostor phenomenon. Researchers, educators,
policymakers, and staff members who work closely with first-generation students will
benefit from this study through the examination of the resilience and persistence data
of the first-generation students and discover tools and ways to help support firstgeneration students at their institutions cope with impostor phenomenon.
Rarely addressed in the existing literature are the experiences of successful
students, the barriers they face while adapting to and persisting through college, and
what factors help them persist in college to degree completion (Colman, 2015).
Therefore, this study sought to explore the experiences of resilience and persistence
of first-generation students who have successful continued to the senior year. In
support of an investigation of impostor phenomenon in first-generation students, this
study examined literature from three primary areas: impostor phenomenon, resilience,
and persistence experiences of first-generation college students.
Higher education administrators, faculty, student affairs officers, and
policymakers must continue to understand the characteristics and unique needs of
first-generation students in order to better serve this student population. Resources
such as tutoring, mentorship, student engagement, mental health counseling, and
financial aid advising that help first-generation students effectively enter, transition
into, persist, and graduate from college should be made available and intentionally
prioritized to assist this sometimes vulnerable student population as they seek degree
completion.
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Theoretical Framework
Researchers bring certain “beliefs and philosophical assumptions to research”
that help to highlight the importance of not only the understanding of beliefs and
theories that inform research, but also actively helps researchers write about them in
their studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 15). This study is grounded in the social
constructivism theoretical framework, a learning theory based on the concepts of
Vygotsky (1978) that human development is socially positioned, and knowledge is
constructed through sharing of ideas and interaction with others. Creswell (2009)
stated the social constructivism framework serves as a useful theoretical framework
because it allows for useful qualitative analysis to explore lived experiences of the
individuals under study. Hence, grounding this study in the social constructivism
framework allows for identifying the resilience and persistence experiences of firstgeneration seniors and how those lived experiences inform our understanding of the
presence, or lack thereof, of impostor phenomenon among first-generation seniors.
My worldview as a researcher is centered around my own experiences as a
first-generation college student, an immigrant from a developing world country, a
female, and person of color. These descriptors of myself made me fully aware of my
biases going into this study and a reminded me to check them while also exploring the
experiences of the first-generation students in the study. Stating my background and
connection to the study helped form my philosophical assumptions centered around
access and equality in higher education for historically minority populations like firstgeneration students. By exploring the experiences of first-generation seniors, this
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study contributes to the body of literature of this underserved and often
underrepresented student population. In order to improve access and equality in higher
education for all students, researchers need to include student experiences. Lived
experiences are the fundamental qualitative evidence that help provide a framework to
the current research on this critical population of students in higher education.
Definitions
First-generation student: a student whose parents have no college or postsecondary experience (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Choy, 2001; Horn & Nunez, 2000;
Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pryor, Hurtado, Saenz, Lindholm, Korn, &
Mahoney, 2006; Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007).
Senior: a student in the fourth (final) year of college/university (Narayan,
2011).
Impostor Phenomenon: individual’s feelings of not being as capable or
adequate as others may perceive or evaluate them to be. Symptoms include feelings
of phoniness and self-doubt (Clance, 1985). Impostor phenomenon can also be
defined as an internal experience that has been observed to occur in high-achieving
individuals who do not believe that their achievements are due to their own abilities
or hard work (Wilke, 2018).
Impostorism: refers to those individuals who are successful in their jobs yet
doubt their abilities (Bechtoldt, 2015).
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Resilience: when applied to education, resilience describes a quality in
students who still succeed at a high level regardless of economic, cultural, familial, or
other social barriers (Cabrera and Padilla, 2004, p. 152).
Persistence: the percentage of students who return to college at any institution
any given term year-to-year (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2019).
Center for First-generation Student Success: the Center for First-generation
Student Success launched in June 2017, with the mission of being the premier source
of evidence-based practices, professional development, and knowledge creation for
the higher education community to advance the success of first-generation students
(Center for First-generation Student Success, 2019a).
First-gen Forward: the Center for First-generation Student Success launched
First-gen Forward as the nation's first recognition program acknowledging higher
education institutions for their commitment to first-generation student success
(Center for First-generation Student Success, 2019b).
Summary
Institutions of higher education need to adapt to meet the needs of the number
of first-generation college students. To do this, they need to first understand the
reality of the students’ day-to-day lives by exploring their lived experiences and
identifying barriers to entry, persistence, and graduating from college. This study
provides new insight into the lives of first-generation college students, especially
seniors, who have had to navigate feelings of impostor phenomenon and impostorism
as they persist through college and prepare to graduate.
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This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 of this study introduces
the population of first-generation college students and why it is important to focus on
them. The concept of impostor phenomenon, as an invisible barrier faced by firstgeneration students, is introduced. The purpose of the study was to explore the lived
experiences of first-generation college seniors to understand the presence of impostor
phenomenon during their college journey. A synthesis literature review on impostor
phenomenon, resilience, and persistence is discussed in Chapter 2. Chapter 3
discusses the methodology used in the study and the findings of the study to address
the research questions are presented in chapter 4. Finally, a discussion of the findings
and proposed recommendations to support first-generation students and future
research are outlined in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to explore the lived experiences
of first-generation college seniors to understand the presence of impostor
phenomenon during their college journey. The study sought to understand how
impostor phenomenon manifests among first-generation students and to identify the
perceived factors of resilience and persistence that have aided the students on their
journey to degree completion.
This chapter is presented in six sections and covers the fundamental and
current state of literature around the topic of impostor phenomenon and the lived
experiences of resilience and persistence of first-generation college students. First, a
literature search strategy is established to show how literature pertinent to the study
was found. Second, an overview of the theoretical framework and theories supporting
the study are discussed. Third, an overview and profile of who first-generation
college students are as a population and why it is important to research this student
population is discussed. Fourth, impostor phenomenon is examined and a guide to the
symptoms and characteristics of impostor phenomenon are presented. Fifth, several
experiences of resilience and persistence which may contribute to the presence, or
lack thereof, of impostor phenomenon among first-generation students are explored
such as motivation, institutional support, mental health, and parental/family
involvement. Finally, the chapter is summarized.
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Literature Search Strategy
The literature search process aimed to identify research relevant to impostor
phenomenon among first-generation college students. The research identified subject
areas in higher education literature as key entry points for the search process. As a
result, four primary databases were used to gather relevant literature: (a) Education
Source; (b) ERIC (Educational Resources Information Center); (c) ProQuest
Dissertations; and, (d) SAGE. The terms used to identify articles and relevant
literature included the following: impostor phenomenon, impostor syndrome, firstgeneration college students, minority student groups, experiences of resilience, and
persistence. Search terms related to impostor phenomenon revealed studies around
impostor phenomenon in minority populations such as women in STEM fields,
graduate students of color, and women in academia. Search terms tied to higher
education and first-generation students were used in the Education Source, ERIC and
APA PsycInfo databases to identify prior research involving these topics. Through this
process, I discovered that most of the relevant literature on impostor phenomenon is
found in dissertations while literature on lived experiences of resilience and
persistence mainly existed in peer-reviewed journal articles. This study will add to the
literature on the topic of impostor phenomenon among first-generation students and
their lived experiences to the body of research.
This study and subsequent literature aimed to explore four threads of research
relevant to the study. The threads are: (a) the theoretical lenses of this study including
cultural and social capital and self-efficacy; (b) first-generation college students; (c)

16
impostor phenomenon; (d) and, the experiences of resilience and persistence as
illustrated in Figure 1.
Theories
(Self-efficacy +
Cultural &
Social theory

First-generation
college students

Impostor
Phenomenon

Experiences of
Resilience &
Persistence

Figure 1. Theoretical framework map of the literature and the relationship to the
study.
Theoretical Framework
Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is a vital theory in which to ground the literature
of this study because it helped the researcher understand how first-generation college
students who may, or not, struggle with impostor phenomenon view their relationship
with academic satisfaction and academic success. Self-efficacy is an important
individual variable of Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986). Bandura
(1997) defined self-efficacy as “an individual’s belief in their own ability to organize
and implement action to produce the desired achievements and results” (p. 3).
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Research has suggested a strong correlation between self-efficacy and a
positive prediction of academic performance in various subjects (Schunk, Pintrich, &
Meece, 2008; Usher & Pajares, 2008). Usher and Pajares (2008) further argued that
self-efficacy helps to “predict students’ academic achievement across academic areas
and levels” (p.751). Therefore, self-efficacy can contribute directly, or indirectly as a
predictor of student academic achievement, behavior, and persistence (DomerechBetoret, Abellan-Rosello & Gomez-Artiga, 2017). Students with great self-efficacy
tend to have better academic performance and expectations than those students with
low self-efficacy (Chemers, Hu & Garcia, 2001). This goes to highlight a direct
correlation between a student’s self-efficacy and better academic performance.
Cultural and Social Capital. Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu examined social and
cultural capital; concepts that have since been used to examine the economic capital
that can be gained from having meaningful social relationships. Bourdieu (1977)
argued that cultural capital requires understanding of the dominant culture in a society
and the ability to recognize and use educated language (p. 494). Cultural capital in this
context, refers to self-guided knowledge of higher education. Individuals with higher
cultural capital tend to do better in school (McDonough, 1997). For example, in their
study about first-generation and traditional college students’ understanding of faculty
expectations, Collier and Morgan (2008) noted that:
Cultural capital “refers to the preexisting knowledge about interacting
successfully in academic settings, including such essentially social skills as the
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ability to recognize and respond to the standards faculty members use when
they evaluate assignments. (p. 429)
Social capital has been defined as the social support of a young individual’s
interpersonal network and the access to institutional privileges and resources (StatonSalazar, 1997). Therefore, the role cultural and social capital play in the success of
first-generation students cannot be understated. Cultural and social capital theories
have been used in research to focus on the access and retention of students, in addition
to highlighting the knowledge, or lack of knowledge students may have to be
successful in college (McDonough, 1997).
According to Lin (2001), social capital is based on relationships that can be
used to facilitate access to resources such as mentors. Lin’s observation is supported
by Nichols and Islas (2016) who asserted that students who know more collegeeducated people than their peers tend to procure better college related social capital
leading them to have a higher advantage in college. First-generation students
predictably lack social capital, which is needed to help navigate through college and,
as a result, have inadequate college-related cultural capital (Peralta & Klonowski,
2017, p. 631). McDonough (1997) argued that students whose parents have no notion
of either social or cultural capital regarding college are not able to help their children
succeed in college or navigate academics. This lack of social and cultural capital can
lead students to look for other forms of social and cultural capital in the quest for
academic success (Yeh, 2010).
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Yeh (2010) further explored the persistence of low-income first-generation
students. She found that approximately 50% of students that were identified as lowincome and first-generation did not complete their postsecondary degree, and that the
rates were higher than their middle- or higher-income peers. The study found that lowincome first-generation students were more successful when they had peer or faculty
mentors, participated in co-curricular activities, and were active participants in the
classroom. All those factors attributed to their success, alongside the service-learning
component. According to Yeh (2010), the students had found purpose and a sense of
understanding, developed resilience, and gained critical consciousness. Yet, there was
a lack of critical consciousness that these students had culturally, politically or even
about their own socioeconomic status. In other words, it is very difficult to pose
questions that challenge institutional systems and gain cultural capital if students are
unacquainted with the questions to ask. Yeh’s (2010) study added that, enhanced
leadership and networking skills for first-generation students allows them to grow
through exploration and that is critical to their resilience.
First-generation College Students in Higher Education
At first glance into a typical college classroom, one is able to identify male
students, female students, students of color, what clothes students are wearing, and
even maybe how many backpacks one can see. However, it is not obvious to point out
who low-income students are, let alone students who identify as first-generation.
Being first-generation is an otherwise invisible identifier until a first-generation
student self-identifies. That is why many first-generation students can go unnoticed
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throughout their college experience. The following portion of the literature aims to
define first-generation students to better understand their experiences related to
resilience and persistence in relation to impostor phenomenon.
The appearance of first-generation students in research across the United States
has been attributed to the initiation of financial aid programs and other state or federal
policies that were intended to create access to education for low-income and
historically underrepresented groups (Anderson, 2002). Jamelske (2009) added that
first-generation students face unique barriers in higher education programs that affects
their ability to graduate. In addition, research has shown that first-generation students
are more likely to have lower college retention rates than their non-first-generation
peers (Irlbeck et al., 2014). Moreover, first-generation college students are less likely
to complete their four-year degree program in the allotted four years of traditional
college (Ishitani, 2003).
According to the Cooperative Institutional Research Program’s freshman
survey data, the proportion of first-generation college students within the overall
population of first-time, full-time students entering college as freshmen at 4-year
institutions has progressively declined (Higher Education Research Institute, 2007). In
1971, first-generation students represented 39% of all first-time, full-time college
freshmen. This number dropped by half by 1992 and by 2005, the proportion of firstgeneration college students dropped to 16% of all entering freshmen (Saenz, Hurtado,
Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). In addition, more research suggests that the number
of students enrolled in postsecondary education whose parents had not attended
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college had continued to decline between 1999-2000 and during the 2011-12 academic
year from 37-33% (Staklis & Chen, 2010; Skomsvold, 2015).
First-generation students continue to be the focus of a growing body of
research in higher education (Hamm & Gilliard, 2007; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak &
Terenzini, 2004). The term first-generation college student is defined differently
across various studies according to Ward, Siegel, and Davenport (2012). Ward et al.,
(2012) add to various research that defines who first-generation college students are
(Horn & Nunez, 2000; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pryor, Hurtado, Saenz,
Lindholm, Korn, & Mahoney, 2006; Saenz & Barrera, 2007).
According to Ward et al (2012), the use of the term first-generation students
was originally used as an administrative expression to refer to student eligibility for
federally funded outreach programs for underrepresented students. Today, the term
first-generation refers to students whose parents do not have any postsecondary
education or did not go to college at all.
Research has continued to show that students whose parents did not attend
college frequently face substantial barriers in accessing postsecondary education,
succeeding, remaining enrolled in college and successfully completing their degree
(Choy, 2001; Ishitani 2006; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004,
Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012; Woosley and Shepler,
2011).
The following literature discusses impostor phenomenon among individuals
who experience feeling like an impostor.
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Impostor Phenomenon
Impostor phenomenon has been defined as internal experience that has been
observed to occur in high achieving individuals who do not believe that their
achievements are due to their own abilities or hard work (Wilke, 2018). Impostor
phenomenon creates deepening feelings of incompetence despite an individual’s
achievements as well a fear that others will uncover the truth regarding professed
intelligence and accomplishments (Langford & Clance, 1993). Hence first-generation
students may face a relentless assumption that if found out as frauds, they may lose or
not be presented opportunities.
Impostor phenomenon was first identified by Clance and Imes, who asserted
that people who experience impostor phenomenon do not see themselves as intelligent
or deserving of their accomplishments (Clance & Imes, 1978). As a result, when the
“self-imposed standard of achievement” (p. 242) is not met, students with impostor
phenomenon may experience anxiety, loss of confidence, depression, or sometimes
even drop out of school (Clance & Imes, 1978).
Impostor phenomenon was initially studied among women in the clinical field
by Clance & Imes (1978) and has since been studied and observed in other areas,
professionals and individuals (Dingman, 1988; Henning, Ey, & Shaw, 1998; Topping,
1983). However, there is limited research that has been done on impostor phenomenon
among first-generation college students thus creating a gap in the literature. Although
Clance and Imes (1978) originally studied impostor phenomenon among women, other
researchers have indicated that impostor phenomenon also exists among men
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(Cozzarelli & Major, 1990; Fried-Buchalter, 1992; Kumar & Jagacinski, 2006;
Langford & Clance, 1993; Topping & Kimmel, 1985). Impostor phenomenon is
situational, occurring in some people when they experience stress or when they are
given responsibilities, but not always in others (Clance 1985; Topping & Kimmel,
1985). In addition, some researchers report that individuals who struggle with
impostor phenomenon have come to experience more intense negative reactions to
failure and register elevated points of anxiety more than individuals who do not
experience impostor phenomenon (Cozzarelli & Major, 1990).
Symptoms and Characteristics of Impostor Phenomenon
The commonly cited symptoms and characteristics of impostor phenomenon
were anxiety, lack of self-confidence, fear of success and failure, fear of negative
evaluation, depression, frustration, and the feeling of being incompetent to achieve
individual expectations (Clance & Imes, 1978). Impostor phenomenon begins to
manifest when an individual continues to find themselves in a recurrent behavior that
underscores their perceived belief that their success is not due to their own capabilities
(Clance, Dingman, Reviere, & Stober, 1995). For example, Clance and Imes (1978)
described a sample of about 150 high-achieving women who reported the belief that
they were really less competent and less intelligent than they looked to be. Clance et
al. (1995) reported that these women “attributed their achievements to error and luck
rather than to ability and feared they would be discovered in their charade” (p. 80).
Cowman and Ferrari (2002) investigated how shame and guilt play a role in
contributing to feelings of impostorism. They added that an individual who
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experiences shame becomes isolated and will be preoccupied with negative feelings
and an individual experiencing guilt will accept their predicament and will look to
others for validation. Cowman and Ferrari (2002) conducted a study with 436 college
students and administered the CIPS to investigate “the relationship between impostor
tendencies and different behavioral and effective variables” (p.119). Cowman and
Ferrari found that impostor tendencies were significantly correlated with behavioral
self-handicapping and shame-proneness thus indicating strong impostor tendencies
were related to, and best predicted by, self-handicapping behavior and shame prone
effect.
The following literature discusses some of the symptoms and characteristics
experienced by individuals with impostor phenomenon.
Psychological effects of impostor phenomenon and negative consequences.
According to Wilke (2018), psychological difficulties like anxiety and depression are
related to the impostor phenomenon. Langford & Clance (1993)’s study aligned with
Wilke’s observation that individuals who struggle with impostor phenomenon fear
being “exposed as unworthy and incompetent” (p. 495) therefore triggering symptoms
of psychological anguish that can be associated with impostor phenomenon.
Research has uncovered many indicators of psychological suffering related to
impostor phenomenon including depression and symptoms such as anxiety related to
depression (Chrisman et al., 1995; Clance & Imes, 1978; Ross, Stewart, Mugge, &
Fultz, 2001). Research also continued to highlight the occurrence of low self-esteem
(Sonnak & Towell, 2001) and the fear of failure or success (Fried-Buchalter, 1992) to
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impostor phenomenon in first-generation college students. Chrisman et al. (1995)
found that students who experience impostor phenomenon report experiencing
depressive symptoms such as guilt, self-criticism and negative thoughts, tendencies
that lead to doubting their academic abilities. A study conducted by Henning, Ey, &
Shaw (1998) looked at over 400 medical, nursing, dental and pharmacy students and
found that feelings of impostor phenomenon and psychological distress symptoms
were evident in the studied health professional student demographic.
In another study conducted by McGregor, Gee & Posey (2008), over 180
students who completed the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (Clance & Imes,
1978) showed symptoms related to impostor phenomenon and depression. McGregor
et al., (2008) also observed that students who indicated experiencing feelings of
impostor phenomenon may not achieve at their fullest potential because of exhibited
symptoms of depression. A study by Brown and Dancy (2011), indicated that impostor
phenomenon and other psychosocial stress conditions were found among faculty of
color and scholars. The study added that faculty of color have been found to mimic
impostor phenomenon while associating with administrators, school leaders, and their
fellow faculty.
Fear of success and failure. According to Wilke (2018), the fear of success is
usually discussed alongside the fear of failure by individuals that experience impostor
phenomenon. Wilke notes that although there is not full agreement on whether the fear
of success and the fear of failure are two isolated notions (p. 9), it is important for the
study to look at success and failure side by side as they both are evident in individuals
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experiencing impostor phenomenon due to a concern of being negatively judged or
evaluated by others.
Individuals who experience impostor phenomenon are primarily concerned
with the evaluation by others. Clance (1985) notes that impostor phenomenon triggers
several emotions, such as the fear of failure, fear of success, and guilt about the
success obtained. Some of these concerns can be internal, such as fear and concern
about how others around the individual will judge them and their performance.
Langford and Clance (1993) posited that individuals who experience impostor
phenomenon often place blame on themselves for failures that may occur in their life
even if they had nothing to do with the failure or the shortcomings-for example if they
take a leave of absence from school due to family hardship like loss of a job for a
parent. Additionally, Langford (1990) also presented evidence that showed, that
impostor phenomenon shares characteristics with performance goal pattern. Dweck
(1986) describes performance goal pattern as performance goal-oriented individuals
who continuously seek endorsement and justification from others (like teachers,
mentors, and friends) to circumvent negative feedback. Researchers like Kumar and
Jagacinski (2006) agreed with Langford (1990) in noting that impostor phenomenon
and performance goals are deeply related due to the need for individuals to appear
perfect in their work so as not to be judged negatively.
Langford and Clance (1993) added that people with impostor phenomenon
who want to be perceived as intelligent are heavily concerned with how others view
them and their abilities. Since individuals experiencing impostor phenomenon are
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especially concerned with others’ opinion of their successes, failures or abilities,
anxiety may be a likely outcome for those individuals.
Students who experience impostor phenomenon usually cite a fear of failure.
This fear is worsened by the fear of the unknown or of the future, fear of losing
friends, and the fear of losing interest in their own work or job (Conroy, Willow, &
Metzler, 2002). Moreover, it should be noted that the fear of failure among individuals
with impostor phenomenon is likely to be situational and depends on the various
concerns experienced by the individual (Sagar & Stoeber, 2009), such as finances to
be able to continue school.
Research by Ross et al., (2001) suggested that impostor phenomenon is
certainly related to the fear of failure. In addition, research by Fried-Buchalter (1992)
concluded that impostor phenomenon, the fear of success, and the fear of failure share
a lack of self-confidence among individuals.
Fear of negative evaluation. Individuals who experience impostor
phenomenon often show fear of negative evaluation. The need for positive affirmation
and approval from others is very important to individuals who struggle with impostor
phenomenon. Carlton, Mccreary, Norton, & Asmundson (2006) described the fear of
negative evaluation as the anxiety and pain that individuals who experience impostor
phenomenon face when they think about being judged negatively by others.
Carleton, Collimore, Mccabe, and Antony (2011) postulated that the fear of
negative evaluation represented a fundamental component of social anxiety and social
anxiety disorder. In addition, Chrisman et al. (1995) research suggested that social
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anxiety and the fear of negative evaluation by others are the same elementary
concepts. Chrisman et al. (1995) then used the Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale by
Leary (1983) to examine social anxiety. In their revised version, The Brief Fear of
Negative Evaluation Scale, Carleton et al. (2006) cited two popular scales used to
measure the fear of negative evaluation: The Fear of Negative Scale (FNS) by Watson
and Friend (1969) and a second shorter scale, the FNES by Leary (1983). The FNE
scale comprises of 30 true–false items, of which 17 are straightforwardly worded
“(e.g., ‘‘I am afraid people will find fault with me’’) and 13 reverse-worded (e.g., ‘‘I
am unconcerned even if I know people are forming an unfavorable impression of
me’’)” (Leary, 1983. p. 298). In addition, Leary, Patton, Orlando, & Funk (2000)
reported that impostor phenomenon scores are closely related to augmented levels of
inspiration in order to avoid negative evaluations by others for individuals
experiencing impostor phenomenon. For individuals experiencing impostor
phenomenon, it is crucial to remain motivated, focused and continue to be viewed
positively by their peers.
Perfectionism. Clance (1985) indicated that the need to be perfect or “the
best” highlights yet another characteristic of impostor phenomenon. The need to stand
out or be the best is developed from self-inflicted high standards, being hard on
oneself, and the relentless need for approval from others (Flett & Hewitt, 2002; Frost,
Marten, Lohart, & Rosenblate, 1990; Stoeber & Childs, 2010).
According to Ferrari and Thompson (2006) and Dudau (2014), impostor
phenomenon and perfectionism seem to be positively linked. Dudau’s (2014) research
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indicated this phenomenon regarding self-evaluation and the need for approval and
self-judgment over mistakes made. Research by Henning et al. (1998) showed
evidence between perfectionism, impostor phenomenon, and psychological distress
further supporting Wilke’s (2018) assertion that psychological difficulties like anxiety
and depression are related to impostor phenomenon. Furthermore, the Henning et al.
(1998) study on perfectionism, impostor phenomenon and psychological adjustment in
medical, dental, nursing and pharmacy students supported the notion that high scores
on the impostor phenomenon scale is linked to perfectionistic standards.
In an article on the dangers of “feeling like a fake,” Kets de Vries (2005)
reported that individuals who see themselves as perfect set high and often unrealistic
challenging targets for themselves. If these targets or goals are not achieved,
individuals with impostor phenomenon will experience added distress, further
supporting the research by Wilke (2018) and Henning et al. (1998).
The following literature discusses experiences of first-generation college
student in related to resilience and persistence.
Resilience
While it is important to discuss impostor phenomenon as a factor and barrier
that makes it difficult for first-generation college students to persist and succeed in
college, it is equally important to examine the perceived factors that may help
contribute to first-generation student success in college. The following literature
discusses the constructs of resilience and persistence as pertaining to first-generation
college students.
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Resiliency has its origin in the field of developmental psychology (Tusaie &
Dyer, 2004). There are various definitions of resilience. According to Masten &
Coatsworth (1998), there must be substantial threat to an individual that exposes them
to severe hardship and that this hardship is overcome with a positive result in order to
indicate resiliency. Research has also posited that resiliency is a process that every
individual has the means to experience (Bonnano, 2004; Masten, 2001). Additionally,
resilience can vary with context, time, gender, socio-economic status, and even
cultural origin (Connor & Davidson, 2003).
The study of student resilience is well documented and studied both in
psychology and education (Luthar, 2003; Masten, 2001; Taylor & Wang, 2000).
According to Cabrera and Padilla (2004), resilience in education represents students
who regardless of economic, cultural, family, or other social barriers still succeed at a
higher level (p. 152). They add that when students are able to adapt to their new
college setting, that is resiliency.
When college students with a high risk of dropping out, such as firstgeneration students, adapt to their new environment, they are more likely to achieve
success in college (Pizzolato, 2003). Through the examination of various student
development theories such as self-authorship by Baxter-Magolda, Pizzolato notes that
when students first enter college and continue to navigate college, they move along the
self-authorship continuum (p. 798) which allows students to move from feeling
unfulfilled to requiring self-definition, a testimony to adaptation or resilience.
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To explain the academic and social challenges faced by first‐generation
students, researchers have focused on three sets of explanations that may impact firstgeneration student resiliency. First, compared to their non-first-generation peers, first‐
generation college students have different pre‐college traits. They have, for example,
less knowledge of what to expect in college (York‐Anderson & Bowman 1991),
weaker high school preparation (Pascarella et al., 2004), and lower academic
aspirations (Pike and Kuh, 2005). These factors may result in lower college grades,
which may deflate enthusiasm for college attendance and possibly dropping out of
college. Various factors indicate and contribute to resilience among first-generation
college students as discussed in the subsequent literature.
Motivation. First-generation college students continue to be an “increasingly
significant force” or population of students entering higher education (Mitchell, 1997,
p. 13). Engle and Tinto (2008) reported that in the past decade, 4.5 million students
who identify as first-generation students entered institutions of higher education in
America, continuing to indicate the need to conduct more studies on this special and
high-risk population. This section highlights the importance of motivation as an
element of resilience of first-generation students in the presence of impostor
phenomenon.
The National Center for Education Statistics (2019) conducted a national
longitudinal study from 1992 to 2000 which indicated that 43% (4 in 10) of firstgeneration students who entered college left without degree completion (Chen &
Carroll, 2005). This finding speaks to the need for motivation for first-generation
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students to not only enroll in college, but to stay motivated to complete their degree.
First-generation students continue to experience challenges in their pursuance of a
college degree (Hsiao, 1992), making the need for motivation ever more crucial. It is
also important for institutions of higher education to have a comprehensive
understanding of the factors that motivate first-generation students to continue toward
degree completion (Hodges-Payne, 2006). The institutions of higher education who
are trying to address these issues have their work cut out for them because motivation
is intricate, particularly when applied to students like first-generation students who
face many hindrances (Wise, 2003).
The application of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and McClelland’s Need for
Achievement theories are essential for institutions of higher education as they continue
to motivate their first-generation students towards degree completion. Tanjula (2014)
posited that these “motivation theories can be used to motivate first-generation
students intrinsically and extrinsically” (p.134). Examining Maslow and McClelland’s
theories, a common theme of self-motivation emerges. While Maslow’s theory focuses
on the five levels humans undergo to achieve success, needing to progress from the
lowest to the highest level to achieve this theory is still similar to McClelland’s.
McClelland’s (2001) theory of Need for Achievement examines an individual’s
amplified desire for achievement aligning with Maslow’s fourth level of esteem needs
which includes of qualities such as confidence, recognition, and freedom which are
vital to motivation. Research by Hodges-Payne (2006) supported Maslow and
McClelland’s assertion about achievement by noting that one significant source of
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motivation for first-generation students is self-influence or confidence and the desire
for achievement.
Institutional support. Institutional practices which inspire students to get
involved on their college campuses have a vast impact on the students’ success. As
student demographics continue to evolve, it is crucial for institutions of higher
education to investigate and understand the factors that are valuable in helping at highrisk student populations such as first-generation students to integrate into the academic
and social life on their college campuses (Brewer, 2011). In addition, Pizzolato’s
(2003) study outlined that institutions of higher education ought to create programs
aimed at assisting populations like first-generation students that are at risk of dropping
out. Programs created can help first-generation students to integrate and engage in
campus life, help with academic issues, navigate mental health concerns, and offer
financial aid advising.
Billson and Terry’s research (1982) is crucial to developing a seminal
understanding of first-generation college students in comparison to second generation
and non-first-generation college students. In their often-cited study on first-generation
student departure from college, Billson and Terry (1982) argued that institutions of
higher education should create policies and programs that help first-generation
students in the pursuit of higher education. Billson and Terry (1982) also
recommended that assistance to first-generation students can be in the form of
reducing the students’ financial burden and encouraging on-campus living, which
helps to contribute to social life building and campus engagement.
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Social life. Tanjula (2014) observed that many students have the desire to be
social and to belong within their college environment. McCay and Estrella (2008)
reported that first-generation college students are in peril of dropping out of college
without connections on campus that create a meaningful social life. Therefore, social
and academic amalgamation plays a big role in whether they stay or drop out of
college. Students come to college to pursue an education which will lead to
employment, but the social component of the college experience is just as vital as the
academic one (Martin, 2009).
Hodges-Payne (2006) argued that motivation surges when students become
socially engaged on campus therefore igniting a feeling of belonging. Hodges-Payne’s
(2006) assertion aligned with Tanjula (2014) that students have a desire to be social
and find belonging on their college campus.
In addition, Cheng (2004) argued that the quality of students’ social life and
the feeling of acceptance among their peers helps to contribute to the first-generation
students’ sense of community, thus contributing to their resilience. Cheng’s (2004)
study further found that when students feel cared for by members of their community,
this contributes to a positive impact on the way students perceive themselves, thus
contributing to student resilience.
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Persistence
The National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2019) defines
persistence as the percentage of students who return to college at any institution any
given term year-to-year. For the purpose of this study, persistence examines firstgeneration students who return to any institution year-to-year, from their first year of
enrollment through commencement. When it comes to persisting, being a firstgeneration college student comes with challenges and hindrances toward achieving
academic success and eventually college completion (Hsiao, 1992; Lee, Sax, Kim, &
Hagedorn, 2004). First-generation students continue to be at risk of not persisting or
completing their degree due to being less academically prepared and often having to
work full-time while enrolled (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Horn & Premo, 1995; Mangan,
2015; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).
The exploration of the first-generation student persistence is vital because,
according to a longitudinal study by the National Center for Education Statistics
conducted from 1992 to 2000, 43% (4 in 10) of first-generation students enrolled at
institutions of higher education leave without obtaining their degree (Chen & Carroll,
2005). Therefore, understanding the factors that motivate first-generation students
toward persistence is vital (Hodges-Payne, 2006). It should also be considered that
helping students like first-generation students who experience unique challenges and
barriers is hard because of the unique challenges they face such as limited pre-college
preparedness and increased distress on how to navigate college (Wise, 2003).
According to Stoecke, Pascarella, and Wolfle (1988), the most important factors of

36
persistence are the students’ academic engagement at the institution, as the following
preliminary literature review discusses.
Campus engagement. First-generation college students continue to have
lower retention and graduation rates than their non-first-generation peers (Woosley
and Shepler, 2011), adding to the observation that the persistence of first‐generation
students can be affected by feeble early engagement and weaker continuous
integration and engagement into campus life (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella,
& Nora, 1996; Tinto 1993).
Part of being able to persist towards graduation is student engagement on
campus. However, for some first-generation students, lower rates of campus
involvement and engagement have been noted (Astin, 1993; Pike & Kuh, 2005). In
addition, first-generation students are less likely to persist from their first year to their
senior year, compared to non-first-generation peers if not fully engaged in their
campus communities (Choy, 2001; Davis, 2010). Tinto (1993) observed that students
fail to become integrated when they experience a sense of incongruence with the
social or academic climate of the campus since incongruence is often linked to
feelings of isolation, or a lack of desire to form more frequent, intense bonds with
members of the campus community.
Research showed that first-generation students experience higher risks of
dropping out of college compared to non-first-generation students (Billson & Terry,
1982; Ishitani, 2003; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Terenzini et al., 1996). To address the
elevated high risks of first-generation student not persisting on with their education,
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studies presented the use of initial college engagement and involvement can be vital
(Woosley & Miller, 2009; Woosley, 2003). When students feel included and are
involved in the campus life of their institution, they are more likely to persist to degree
completion. Additionally, research by Hurtado and Carter (1997) posited that a sense
of belonging and a welcoming community goes a long way to ensure that firstgeneration students feel welcome and part of their community. The ability to have and
engage in outside of the classroom activities, such as co-curricular activities helps in
the persistence of first-generation students (Johnson, Soldner, Leonard, Alvarez,
Inkelas, Rowan-Kenyon, & Longerbeam, 2007; Summers & Volet, 2008).
Mental health. Mental health has been described by the World Health
Organization (2013) to be the result of personal features (such as the ability to manage
emotions in addition to biological, social, economic, and environmental factors).
Examining mental health for first-generation student persistence is essential because
being the first in one’s family to attend college away from home and an established
support system may lead to emotional reactions such as stress and anxiety. Stress
continues to be the leading factor negatively affecting academic performance of
students (American College Health Association, 2008). Furthermore, Eisenberg,
Downs, Golberstein, and Zivin (2009) reported that depression (a symptom of mental
health concerns) predicts the lack of persistence in college for students.
Mental health concerns, such as stress, depression, anxiety, and suicidal
ideation are rampant among college students. In a study conducted by Eisenberg,
Hunt, and Speer (2013) found that among the 14,175 surveyed students, 50% reported
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having symptoms relating to mental health concerns, such as depression, panic
disorders, anxiety, suicidal ideation, and nonsuicidal self-injury. According to Clark
(2017), mental health is an important social distinction that continues to impact the
experiences of students on college and university campuses. The American College
Health Association’s (2008) National College Health assessment survey conducted in
2007, found that stress was the leading factor affecting the academic performance of
students. If a student is not able to excel academically, chances of not persisting go up.
This observation is supported by a national longitudinal study by Mojtabai, Stuart,
Hwang, Eaton, Sampson, and Kessler (2015) that revealed students who struggle with
mental health have slim chances of completing high school, which in return affects
their chances of going to and graduating from college.
Clark (2017) added that identity stressors are experienced mostly among
minority student groups and include but not limited to being first-generation, sexual
orientation, or even a racially tense campus environment. Research from Byrd and
McKinney (2012) reported that how someone identifies (race, gender, or sexuality)
can lead to stressors such as depression and anxiety especially for students in higher
education, thus leading to college drop out.
Parents/family involvement. Parents’ experiences with college are vital to the
shaping of their expectations for their children, and the lack of direct parental or
family experience with higher education can be a barrier for students who are first in
their family to attend college (Brown, 1997). According to Choy (2001), lower
educational expectations contribute directly to the lower post-secondary enrollment
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rates for students whose parents did not attend college. Nunez and Cuccaro-Alamin
(1998) argued that as parental education rises, so does the likelihood of their children
to attain a college degree or remain enrolled.
Students whose parents have no college background experience a disadvantage
when applying or attending college compared to their non-first-generation college
peers. According to Tinto (1993), college adjustment for the first-generation students
is particularly difficult. The hardship can be attributed to not having anyone to talk to
the first-generation student about college applications, financial aid applications and
even how to navigate college upon arrival on college campus. First-generation
students do not benefit from their parents’ college experience because it does not exist
which causes a lack of valuable cultural capital such as “advice about how to use
office hours” that helps student navigate college (Collier & Morgan, 2008, p. 435).
Martinez, Sher, Krull, and Wood (2009)’s research on the mechanisms of attrition
concluded that minimal parental education was a contributing risk for student attrition
due to lack of role models that have attended and graduated from college.
Family involvement is essential in the education of underserved students such
as first-generation college students. However, this involvement can be hindered by
limited resources such as finances, time, confidence, and language skills (Tym,
McMillion, Barone, & Webster (2004). Finances play a huge role in college attrition
of high-risk students like first-generation college students. In their quantitative study,
Somers, Woodhouse, and Cofer (2004) reported that numerous factors contribute to
dropping out of first-generation students. These factors include but are also not limited
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to worries about the college experience, finances, and the possibility of enormous
debt. The study also finds that low-income and multiethnic first-generation students
are less likely to persist due to financial constraints or the burden of the student loan
debt.
Students whose parents do not have a college degree continue to be one of the
most-frequently targeted populations, along with minorities and low-income students,
for outreach programs designed to assist with college preparation, readiness for postsecondary work, and college affordability (Swail & Perna, 2000).
Academic preparation. Many studies have concluded that first-generation
students come to college less academically prepared and as a result are unable to
achieve higher academic successes compared to their non-first-generation college
peers (Chaney, Muraskin, Cahalan, & Goodwin, 1998; Hsaio, 1992; York-Anderson &
Bowman, 1991). In most cases, first-generation students have not had the opportunity
to attend college preparation classes, let alone practice and take college entrance
exams like the SAT or ACT (Warburton, Burgarin, Nunez, & Carroll, 2001).
Warburton et al. (2001) added that first-generation students who attended good high
schools and had a strong high school background showed little difference from their
non-first-generation peers. This observation supports the notion that lack of college
preparation for most first-generation students results in low academic achievement in
college. Usually, some college scholarships and grants are awarded according to SAT
and ACT scores. A first-generation student who did not take or obtain a high score on
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the college entrance exam, they may not receive additional financial aid or grants, thus
making affording college another challenge for first-generation students.
Furthermore, first-generation students are more likely to have lower grades
during their first semester in college due to little or no college preparation (Riehl,
1994) and lower first-year grade point averages compared to their non-first-generation
peers (Warburton et al., 2001).
First-generation college students continue to be at-risk of being academically,
socially, and economically behind their non-first-generation peers regardless of same
or equal academic achievements (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004).
Pascarella et al. (2004)’s observation stems from a study by Terenzini et al. (1996)
which showed no difference between first-generation and non-first-generation students
in critical thinking and mathematics. Nevertheless, the study shows that firstgeneration students struggled with reading conception compared to their non-firstgeneration peers.
Academic integration. Academic integration has been defined as a formal and
informal collaboration with the academic structures of a college, including staff,
faculty, in and outside of class activities (Rendon, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000).
According to Nettles (1991), academic integration involves student fulfillment
with their faculty and staff relations, the feeling that their faculty are attentive to their
needs and ambitions to be successful students, the comfort students feel they can
develop and maintain personal relationships with the faculty, and the satisfaction of
the quality of education at the university (p. 90). Nettles’ observations are helpful for
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institutions as they continue to welcome and support first-generation students. The
more institutions are prepared to welcome first-generation students and cater to their
academic needs and integration, the more likely to persist on to graduation.
Tinto (1993) observed that when students start to feel bored with their
academics or feel that their intellectual side is not being challenged enough, this lack
of engagement may lead to students dropping out of school. The loss of interest is
what Tinto’s earlier research (1987) refers to as academic incongruence. Academic
incongruence is when the student feels that their academic needs do not match those
provided and available at the institution which would also include relationships and
connections with staff and faculty. Tinto (1993) further stated that interactions with
staff and faculty may not be enough or offer positive support needed by the students to
want to continue at the institution. However, while contact with staff and faculty will
not guarantee persistence of the students, “the absence of the interaction contributes to
the likelihood of departure” (Tinto, 1993, p. 117).
Terenzini et al. (1996) observed that first-generation students are less likely to
be involved in academic workshops and their faculty may not be ware or be concerned
with their absence. In addition, for first-generation college students that attend large
institutions, large class sizes, and a lack of faculty interaction leads to a high risk of
dropping out for first-generation students who may already be less academic prepared
for college to succeed and manage any academic challenges (Richardson & Skinner,
1992).
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Advising, support, & mentors on college campuses. Approximately 43% of
all first-year college students identify as first in their families to seek a college
education (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Choy, 2001). Despite composing a large percentage
of students entering college, first-generation students do not graduate at the same rate
as their peers who have at least one parent who attended college (National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2019). Compared to students with college-educated parents,
first-generation college students report receiving less assistance in preparing for the
postsecondary environment (Choy, 2001).
College students, especially first-generation students who struggle with
impostor phenomenon can still be successful in college. They can engage in campus
life, seek mentors in their staff or faculty members. By doing so, first-generation
students can strengthen their morale and feel less than impostors (Knights & Clark,
2013), consequently enabling them to accomplish their academic goals to degree
completion.
In addition, Brewer (2011) stated that first-generation college students tend to
be academically underprepared for the academic life of college compared to their nonfirst-generation peers. Therefore, having a mentorship program or academic help
centers on campus to assist in the navigation of academic life is vital to the persistence
of first-generation students.
College students, especially first-generation students, often seek out mentors
and positive role models on their college campuses to help them overcome or deal
with impostor phenomenon (Megginson, 2016). Some mentors may have been first-
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generation students themselves in college and would offer great insight into ways of
navigating feeling like an impostor. Students who feel like impostors need
encouragement and reminders that they are not alone in feeling alone and not
belonging, hence the importance of mentors who themselves have once been firstgeneration students or experienced impostor phenomenon.
Faculty members play a significant role in the academic success of firstgeneration students. Faculty members’ help comes in the form of out-of-theclassroom connections around advising, and academic support offered to the students
(Kuh, 2003; Wirt & Jaeger, 2014). Research also observes that when faculty interacts
on a more direct basis with the first-generation students in and out of the classroom,
this contact strengthens student development and learning (Kim & Sax, 2009). When
first-generation students are able to engage with their professors on low-stakes topics
and get feedback on assignments and grades, other conversations like career plans can
be more comfortably addressed later on.
Research showed that when faculty members meet and interact with the
students outside of the classroom, there is an increase in student retention which
correlates with student persistence by approximately 13% each meeting (Swecker,
Fifolt, & Searby, 2013). However, first-generation students show less interaction with
their faculty in and out of the classroom compared to their non-first-generation peers
(Soria & Stebleton, 2012). It is therefore important for faculty members and other
campus staff to make intentional outreach to first-generation students.
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Gaps in Existing Literature
There is a gap in the literature around the tracking of the initial first-generation
students in college, as it was not until the 1970s that the mention of first-generation
students as a student group starts to show up in research and literature.
Although a great deal of research has been conducted regarding firstgeneration college students, none was found that addresses the successful firstgeneration students There is a gap in longitudinal studies that follow first-generation
students’ post-graduation to ask this high-risk population what programs or services
directly helped them succeed.
In addition, research on first-generation students has thoroughly examined
their early integration by measuring the lower rates of persistence among minority
groups (Planty, Kena, & Hannes, 2009). However, limited research has been
conducted to examine the differences among students regarding mental health and
their integration or engagement on campus.
Summary of the Literature
The literature examined in this paper provides a preliminary overview of
impostor phenomenon and how persistence and resilience experiences are related to
first-generation college students during their time in college. The research adds to the
study of first-generation students experiences with impostor phenomenon and the
perceived experiences of persistence and resilience that contribute to degree
completion. Research has shown that first-generation students are more likely than
their non-first-generation peers to drop out of college before or after their first year
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(Choy, 2001; Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al, 2004). In addition, research shows that
parental or family involvement plays a crucial role in the persistence of firstgeneration students. Moreover, the research has indicated the contribution of
institutional support in the support and success of first-generation students.
The literature also explored how impostor phenomenon may manifest in
students who identity as first-generation, as well as the role mental health plays in
their persistence. Furthermore, the literature discussed the role of campus engagement
in first-generation student persistence, in addition to academic preparation and
academic integration. The literature also highlighted the important role mentors and
advisors play in the persistence of first-generation students.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter presents the methodology that was used to conduct this mixed
methods study. The purpose of the study, research questions, instrumentation,
participation, data collection, and analysis are outlined to establish the quantitative and
qualitative methods that were used in the study. The purpose of this mixed methods
study was to explore the lived experiences of first-generation college seniors to
understand the presence of impostor phenomenon during their college journey. The
study sought to understand how impostor phenomenon manifests among firstgeneration students. In addition, this study examined how perceived experiences of
resilience and persistence among first-generation students that helped the students on
their journey to graduation.
Purpose of Study and Research Questions
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to explore the lived experiences
of first-generation college seniors to understand the presence of impostor phenomenon
during their college journey. The ultimate goal of this study was to uncover the
presence of impostor phenomenon among first-generation college seniors and how
their perceived experiences of resilience and persistence have helped them achieve
academic success in the presence of impostorism. The research questions explored in
this study included:
1. Do first-generation students experience impostor phenomenon during their
journey to graduation?
2. If experienced, in what ways do students experience impostor phenomenon?
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2b. How do students describe experiences of impostor phenomenon?
3. What perceived factors contribute to the resilience and persistence of firstgeneration students on the journey to graduation?
Research Design and Rationale for Methodology
A mixed methods descriptive approach was chosen to help address the research
questions in this study. By using mixed methods, the researcher was able to combine
both quantitative and qualitative approaches to better “understand a phenomenon fully
than is possible using either quantitative or qualitative approaches alone” (Mills &
Gay, 2016, p. 8). In addition, mixed methods was used because Creswell (2015)
argues that:
As an approach to research in the social, behavioral, and health sciences in
which the investigator gathers both quantitative (close-ended) and qualitative
(open-ended) data, integrates the two and then draws interpretations based on
the combined strengths of both sets of data to understand research problems.
(p. 2)
A descriptive cross-sectional survey design allowed for the measurement of
impostor phenomenon among the first-generation college seniors by examining the
disaggregated demographics, as well as the how and why the first-generation students
feel like impostors. The quantitative survey items allowed for the researcher to gather
demographic data and run analyses of descriptive statistics and comparison of means
across the demographics, from the participants’ responses on the Clance Impostor
Phenomenon Scale (CIPS), the Connor-Davison Resilience Scale (CD-RICS-25), and
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on the Grit scale. Open-ended items allowed for the collection of qualitative data from
the participants about their lived experiences of impostor phenomenon. Participant
responses on the three scales allowed the researcher to identify trends that surfaced,
and the phase two interview questions helped elaborate and gather evidence of lived
experiences of impostor phenomenon among the first-generation college seniors. The
CIPS is a measuring scale (Clance, 1985) helps to identify traits of impostorism
through exposure of the participants’ insecurities and feelings of fraudulence. Clance
developed the scale to lessen social desirability effects and to boost feelings of
inclusivity and confidence among the respondents to the scale (Holmes, Kertay,
Adamson, Holland, & Clance, 1993).
Specifically, this study applied what Creswell (2015) referred to as the
explanatory sequential design, first consisting of quantitative data collection and
analysis and then qualitative analysis. Findings from the quantitative phase were used
in the data collection, analysis, and interpretation of the qualitative data obtained
through student interviews. One of the strengths of the explanatory sequential design
is that the researcher is able to use qualitative findings to elaborate on or explain the
quantitative findings (Mills & Gay, 2016). The flowchart in Figure 2 shows the
study’s design.
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Phase 1

Quantitative data
collection and
analysis

Phase 2
Qualitative data
collection +
Analysis

Interpret how
qualitative data
explains
quantitative
results

Qualitative results

Quantitative
results +
Determine
quantitative
results needing
further
explanation
Figure 2. Flowchart illustrating the Explanatory Sequential Design of Mixed Methods
Research. Adapted and modified from Creswell (2013).
Participants and Context
The participants in this study were first-generation college students in their
senior year attending a 4-year institution. Participants were invited to participate in the
study through email. Students from approximately 77 4-year, First-Gen Forward
institutions were contacted and 51 self-identifying first-generation seniors completed
the survey and were included in the study. According to the Center for Firstgeneration Student Success, First-Gen Forward is a recognition program for higher
education institutions that are committed to first-generation student success.
On April 8, 2020, the researcher conducted a phone conversation with Deane
Waintraub Stafford, the Assistant Director at the Center for First-generation Student
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Success at NASPA-Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education in
Washington, DC to request a survey be sent to the students attending the First-Gen
Forward institutions. As the gatekeeper to the students, Stafford agreed and asked that
the final survey be emailed to her and she would send it out to the students in the
member institutions of the First-Gen Forward program. In addition, the survey was
shared on various first-generation college student social media platforms to increase
the diversity and number of responses. The survey included a request to the
participants to provide their email address and phone number if they would like to be
interviewed to further share their experiences in depth. Tables 1and 2 display the study
participant demographics. Table 1 shows the participant numbers by gender, race
categories, and age.

52
Table 1
Participant Demographics
Category
Gender
Male
Female
Non-binary
Prefer not to say
Total
Race
Asian/Asian-American
Asian/Asian-American, Other
Asian/Asian-American, Pacific Islander
Black/African-American
Hispanic/Latino
Multi-Racial
Other
Pacific Islander
White
White, Asian/Asian-American
White, Hispanic/Latino
White, Other
Total
Race, 3-categories
White
Asian
Other
Total
Age
24 and older
Younger than 23
Total
Table 2 shows the participant majors or areas of degree study.

n

%

14
35
1
1
51

27.5
68.6
2.0
2.0
100

12
1
1
2
9
1
1
1
19
1
2
1
51

23.5
2.0
2.0
3.9
17.6
2.0
2.0
2.0
37.3
2.0
3.9
2.0
100

23
15
13
51

45.1
29.4
25.5
100

5
46
51

9.8
90.2
100
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Table 2
Participant Majors
Major

n

%

B.A. Psychology

1

2.0

BBA OTM & Finance

2

4.0

Biochemistry

3

5.9

Biology

4

7.8

Biology & Chemistry (double major)

1

2.0

Biology & German

1

2.0

Business/Business Marking

2

4.0

Chemistry/Biochemistry

1

2.0

Child Development & Law, History, and Society

1

2.0

Communication/Sociology

1

2.0

Computer Science

1

2.0

Education

1

2.0

Electrical Engineering

1

2.0

English

1

2.0

Environmental Ethics & Policy

1

2.0

Finance

1

2.0

IHW

1

2.0

Liberal Arts

1

2.0

Marketing

1

2.0

Mathematics

1

2.0

Mechanical Engineering

4

7.8

Nursing

1

2.0

Nursing

7

13.7

Nursing RN-BSN program

1

2.0

OTM & Finance

1

2.0

Political Science, International Relations & Spanish

2

4.0

Pre-Med Bio

1

2.0

Psychology

2

3.9

Public Safety Administration

1

2.0

Social Work & Integrative Health

2

4.0

Social Work, Minor in Communications

1

2.0

Theater Design & Theater Management

1

2.0

Total

51

100.0
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Instrumentation
Two different instruments were used at various phases in the investigation.
First, a Qualtrics cross sectional survey was sent out to first-generation student seniors
attending a 4-year First-Gen Forward institution and to all first-generation seniors on
social media platforms attracting first-generation students. One of the social media
pages the survey was shared on is the Facebook page entitled Empowering Firstgeneration Students Group. Second, based on the willingness of those respondents, six
interview participants were considered, in order to move deeper into investigating the
problem.
Survey
Three scales were included in the survey. The Clance Impostor Phenomenon
Scale (CIPS), the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC-25), and the Grit
Scale were used for the study to capture participant’s responses to impostor
phenomenon, resilience and grit (persistence). The scales were combined into a single
survey with the addition of demographic questions asking participants for their email
contact information; major; race/ethnicity; gender; the institutional type of their
college or university; and if they were the family in their family to attend college (the
complete survey can be found in Appendix E.)
Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS). The CIPS is a prominently
used test in research and by psychologists. Clance (1985) developed the test to help
individuals determine whether or not they have impostor phenomenon symptoms or
characteristics and, if so, to what extent. The CIPS quantitative questionnaire relies on
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a 100-point scale and is administered using a 20-item Likert-style questions varying
from 1—statement is not at all true to 5—statement is very true). According to Clance,
if a participant’s total score is 40 or lower, the participant has little impostor
characteristics. A score between 41-60 means the participant has moderate impostor
phenomenon experiences, a score between 61-80 means frequently experiences
impostorism. Finally, a score higher than 80 will indicate intense feelings of
impostorism (Clance, 1985). Table 3 shows the survey participant demographics and
descriptive statistics related to gender and race.
Table 3
Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale Participant Demographics
CIPS
Total
Gender
Female
Male
Race
White
Asian
Other

n
45

Mean
72.4

SD
14.6

Min
40

Max
100

29
14

77.4
63.4

11.7
15.6

56
40

94
100

20
13
12

73.4
69.5
73.8

13.3
14.6
17.2

52
49
32

100
93
40

The Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC-25). This resilience
measuring scale was used in the survey contains 25-items used to measure resilience
as shown in Appendix E. The CD-RISC-25 consists of statements describing different
aspects of resilience such as adaptability, optimism and self-efficacy. Items in the
scale range from 0-not true at all, 1-rarely true, 2-sometimes true, 3-often true to 4-true
nearly all the time. A total score of the participants was obtained by adding up all the
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25 items, which should yield a score between 0-100. The lower the score, means the
participant has less resilience and the higher the score, indicated greater resilience.
The researcher reached out to Dr. Davidson via email and received permission to use
the CD-RISC-25 scale for this study. Table 4 depicts the survey participant
demographics for the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale segregated by gender and
race.
Table 4
Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale Participant Demographics
Resilience Scale
Total
Gender
Female
Male
Race
White
Asian
Other

n
49

Mean
68.7

SD
14.5

Min
37

Max
100

34
14

67.2
72.5

14.2
15.4

37
46

97
100

22
15
12

69.1
67.3
69.6

14.5
16.5
69.6

50
37
50

100
97
94

The Grit Scale. The 12- item Grit scale by Dr. Angela Duckworth was chosen
to be used for this study because it was the closest scale to help measure persistence
among the first-generation college student participants and it was available for use
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). To determine the participant’s Grit
(persistence), the researcher followed the scoring guide provided by Dr. Duckworth.
Questions 1, 4, 6, 9, 10 and 12 are assigned the following points: 5 = Very much like
me, 4 = Mostly like me, 3 = Somewhat like me, 2 = Not much like me, and 1 = Not
like me at all. For questions 2, 3, 5, 7, 8 and 11, the participants were assigned the
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following points: 1 = Very much like me, 2 = Mostly like me, 3 = Somewhat like me,
4 = Not much like me, and 5 = Not like me at all. Each participant’s points are all
added up and divided by 12. The maximum score on the Grit scale is 5 = extremely
gritty and the lowest score on the scale is 1 = not at all gritty. Table 5 shows the
survey participant demographics for the Grit Scale separated by gender and race.
Table 5
Grit Scale Participant Demographics
Grit Scale
Total
Gender
Female
Male
Race
White
Asian
Other

n
50

Mean
40.5

SD
7.1

Min
21

Max
55

34
14

39.8
41.6

7.8
5.7

21
29

55
49

23
14
13

39.7
40.4
41.9

7.3
7.9
6.4

28
21
32

55
49
52

Survey Sampling. Once the survey closed, the researcher screened the
responses for those who fully completed the scales along with the demographic
questions. Participants who completely responded to the survey were invited by email
to participate in an interview. The interviews were planned and took thirty minutes for
each participant.
Homogenous sampling. According to Creswell (2015), a homogenous sample
is one in which “the researcher purposefully samples individuals or sites based on
membership in a subgroup that has defining characteristics” (p. 207). In the case of
this study, students who identified as first-generation seniors completed the three
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scales and indicated that they would like to be interviewed qualified to be included in
the study. All quantitative data was collected via the University of Portland Qualtrics
software form that the researcher and chair had access to, to ensure safe-keeping and
confidentiality of the participants.
Purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling engages deliberate choosing that
can “purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central
phenomenon in the study” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 158). First-generation college
seniors have first-hand experiences and knowledge of the problem, and perspectives
regarding the research questions, which is the ultimate goal of purposeful sampling
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Interviews. During the second phase of the study, open-ended questions were
asked during less-structured interviews with the participants. By designing and asking
open-ended questions, the researcher was able to ask follow-up questions (Wilkinson
& Birmingham, 2003). Six open-ended questions were asked to help provide an
authentic and elaborate narrative of the experiences of the first-generation students and
their familiarity with impostor phenomenon. In qualitative studies, interviews tend to
be more open-ended and less structured. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016),
“Less structured formats assume that individual respondents define the world in
unique ways” (p. 110).
The researcher utilized Calendly and Zoom to schedule the interviews with the
selected participants. Participants were interviewed in one, one-on-one interview that
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was scheduled for 30-minutes to ensure confidentiality and ease in sharing of
participants experiences. Interview questions that were utilized included:
1. You are the first person in your family to go to college. Can you tell me a little
bit about what that means to you?
2. Using one word, describe/sum up your experience at your college/university.
Follow up question: Please explain why you chose this word.
3. Impostor phenomenon has been defined as an Individual’s feelings of not
being as capable or adequate as others may perceive or evaluate them to be.
Symptoms include feelings of phoniness and self-doubt. Are you familiar with
impostor phenomenon?
Follow up question: How would you describe impostor phenomenon in your
experience?
4. How often did you feel like an impostor in college?
Follow up question: How did you deal with that situation?
•

Probe for academic experiences of feeling like an impostor: How have
you coped to reach senior year?
Example: if student still needs a probe or example to highlight when
they felt like an impostor and how you overcame those feelings.

•

Probe for social/cultural experiences of feelings like an impostor. How
have you coped to reach senior year?

5. What advice would you offer your freshman year self on overcoming impostor
phenomenon as a first-generation college student?
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Follow up question: What factors have contributed to your resilience and
persistence from first year to senior year?
6. What other advice would you offer other individuals such as:
I.
II.
III.

Parents
Professors
College staff (financial aid officers, academic advisors etc.)

End with: Is there anything else I need to know about impostor phenomenon and your
experiences that I did not ask?
A copy of the interview questions, directions, and protocols can also be found
in Appendix H.
Interview sampling. When survey responses concluded, the researcher first
reviewed and identified all those that indicated interest in the interview. Out of the 51
responses who met the sampling criteria, 21 indicated interest in interviewing.
Purposeful sampling was utilized to determine the 6 interview participants.
Purposeful sampling. The researcher applied purposeful sampling to
determine qualified cases, with the possibility to provide more detail and share their
experiences. Qualified cases included the 2 only male participants that indicated
interest in being interviewed and actually signed up for an interview, at least a
participant from each of the major ethnic grouping, and varying academic majors. Out
of the 10 participants that signed up for the interviews, 6 were selected as the final
interviews used for the study.
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Data Collection and Design and Procedure
The explanatory sequential design of this study included multiple methods of
data collection. In the first quantitative phase, explanatory and survey data was used to
provide a general picture of the research questions. The second qualitative phase
included interviews of selected participants to help refine, develop, and or help explain
the general responses from phase one (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Phase one. Upon the successful defense of the dissertation proposal on July
28, 2020, the researcher submitted and obtained IRB approval on September 4, 2020.
Appendix A consists of the IRB approval. Following IRB approval, the researcher
emailed the survey to the gatekeeper for dissemination to the participants in addition
to sharing the survey to various social media platforms and first-generation student
groups to bolster a wide and diverse response rate. Phase one data collection began
within the time frame when most institutions around the country reopened for the fall
semester. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, most institutions of higher education in the
United States commenced their fall semester or first quarter earlier in the fall, around
early-to-mid August. The researcher aimed to complete the survey data collection and
conduct interviews for phase two before Thanksgiving break. This tight scheduled
ensured that all necessary data was collected before the students got busy with finals
and the end of the semester/quarter. Since the survey was designed and sent out using
Qualtrics, the researcher was able to keep track of how many participants had
responded to the survey. In addition, data from the Qualtrics survey was easily
sanitized in Excel and exported to SPSS for analysis. Two weeks after the first email
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and survey post went out to the participants, the researcher sent another reminder
email and reposted the survey, encouraging participants to take a moment to complete
the survey.
Phase two. The results from phase one helped inform the researcher of extra
details for the next steps needed in the second phase, which is qualitative. Firstgeneration college seniors who completed the survey and indicated that they would
like to be interviewed were invited to be interviewed in order to learn more about their
experiences with impostor phenomenon and experiences of resilience and persistence.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the selected participants. The criteria
for selecting the participants for the second phase, the qualitative interviews included:
Participants that had fully completed the survey, indicated that they would like to be
interviewed. The interview data was coded and analyzed to present a more in-depth
student experience than what was presented in phase one. According to Creswell
(2015), the mixed methods approach allows for the merging, connecting, building and
embedding of both the quantitative and qualitative data. By following Creswell’s idea,
the researcher was able to merge the participants’ CIPS, CD-RISC-25, and Grit scale
responses with the narratives from the interviews thus connecting the two by building
on the emerging themes, and finally embedding the lived experiences of the firstgeneration college seniors to emphasize their experiences with impostor phenomenon.
Pilot. The researcher conducted a pilot of the interview questions. The
researcher solicited the help of her cohort members to pilot the interview questions.
By piloting the interview questions, it ensured that questions were clear, no typos, and
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confirmed that the questions were asking what the researcher intended to ask of the
participants.
Role and Positionality of the Researcher
The researcher is a first-generation college student, was an international
student for twelve years, and has worked in higher education, student affairs for close
to seven years now. The last seven years have been spent working with students in
three different institutions of higher education in two states. During the greater part of
this study, the role of the researcher was a Residence Hall Director at a liberal arts
institution in the Pacific Northwest and currently teaches middle school. The
researcher has worn multiple hats in her role as hall staff, serving a wide array of
students in two predominately white institutions, private liberal arts and church
affiliated institutions, first in the Midwest and currently in the Pacific Northwest and a
mid-sized state university in the Midwest. Working at these three different institutions
has brought the researcher in contact with students from low to mid-to highsocioeconomic statuses, international students, first-generation college students and
students of color. As a first-generation college student, the researcher was aware of her
bias going into the study and acknowledged the checks and balances that must be
adhered to in order to conduct a credible and dependable study. The researcher
conducted member checks with the participants to ensure their narratives were well
represented and not the researcher’s thoughts or prior experiences.
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Ethical Considerations
On April 8, 2020 the researcher conducted a phone conversation with Deane
Waintraub Stafford, the Assistant Director, at the Center for First-generation Student
Success at NASPA-Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education in
Washington, DC to request a survey be sent to the students. As the gatekeeper to the
participants, Stafford agreed and asked that the final survey be emailed to her and she
would send it out to the students in the member institutions of the First-Gen Forward
program. Upon IRB approval, the researcher emailed out the survey to the
participants, in addition to sharing it on social media platforms and groups targeted to
first-generation college students. The researcher stored all data related to the study on
a password protected personal computer, backed up on the researcher’s institution’s
server, and protected under password. In addition, the researcher at the beginning of
each interview asked each participant for verbal permission to record the interview in
Zoom. Participants have been given pseudonym names (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.
151) to protect their identities and that of their institutions. In addition, final reporting
and presentation of this study’s findings, including the student survey responses,
interview responses, and any other data has been and will continue to be kept
confidential and coded to be unrecognizable to anyone but the researcher.
No humans were harmed during this study. The study design minimized risks
through privacy, asking for permission, and confidentiality. Participation in this study
was completely voluntary. A letter was provided to the potential participants,

65
informing them of consent, privacy, and confidentiality. Furthermore, all participants
were notified of their right to withdraw from participation at any time without penalty.
Data Analysis
The data collected in this study consisted of survey feedback and interview
responses which helped the researcher to address the research questions (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). The information collected was examined to see if any consistent themes
related to impostor phenomenon and the experiences of resilience and persistence
among first-generation college seniors emerged.
Survey data. There were 56 survey items on the survey related to the three
scales used in the study and 10 categorized as demographic or quantifiable data. The
demographic items and quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics,
frequencies, and cross tabulation. Cross tabulation examined relationships within the
data for what was expected to happen and what actually happened. Statistical
significance was evaluated with a criteria of p < .05.
Interview data. The qualitative data from the interviews were analyzed and
coded using Word and Dedoose Software. The researcher engaged in note taking
during the interviews, in addition to recording the interviews using Zoom and REV.
The interviewed were transcribed using the REV software to ensure accuracy. Upon
completion of the interviews, the researcher aimed to identify themes and record them
for Chapter 4 data findings. The process of setting themes aside served as a count to
see how many and what kind of themes emerged. According to Creswell (2013), the
process in which the researcher sets the themes aside, helps to highlight significant
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statements, phrases, quotes, sayings, and sentences that helped highlight the
participant’s experience with impostor phenomenon. Furthermore, the researcher
utilized analytic memo writing which Saldaña (2009) refers to as “documenting and
reflecting on: your coding process and code choices; how the process of inquiry is
taking shape; and the emergent patterns, categories and subcategories, themes, and
concepts in the data” (p. 41). To identify the final themes, the process of coding was
initiated.
First cycle coding. According to Saldaña (2016), first cycle coding is the
process of initially coding the data. In Vivo Coding was used as the first cycle coding
method in order to highlight and honor the participants’ voices. In Vivo means in that
which is alive and documents actual words or short phases from the
interviews/qualitative data (Saldaña, 2016). Using this form of coding helped identify
the specific words first-generation college students used to narrate their experiences
related to impostor phenomenon, resilience, and persistence. Coding as a splitter,
almost every line of data transferred into its own initial code. Then each code was cut
and pasted into clusters of similar meaning (Saldaña, 2016). For example, the
researcher recorded, “I always feel like I’m always self-doubting,” as an In Vivo code
from one participant. Then, upon discovering that other participants described similar
experiences, this code was grouped together with other In Vivo codes, such as “it
makes me feel much more insignificant” and “all those students, once they graduate
they’re set.”
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Code mapping. Code mapping arranges the codes from the first cycle coding
into a list of categories (Saldaña, 2016). The process of code mapping allowed for the
arrangement of data into a systematic approach that prepared the first cycle codes for
second cycle coding while ensuring the trustworthiness of the study (Saldaña, 2016).
Second cycle coding. According to Saldaña (2016) second cycle coding
involves an analytic strategy through categorization of the coded data to generate
emerging themes. Pattern Coding was utilized as the second cycle coding technique in
order to group together codes from the In Vivo Coding into more meaningful units of
analysis (Saldaña, 2016). Pattern Coding allowed for themes to emerge from the
experiences of the first-generation college seniors and provided an avenue to highlight
their perceptions. Noticing a pattern, the researcher gathered the cluster In Vivo codes
“I always feel like I’m always self-doubting,” “it makes me feel much more
insignificant,” and “all those students, once they graduate they’re set” and categorized
them into the theme of ‘Identity’ and specially the sub theme of ‘Self-doubt.’
Credibility. To ensure credibility, member checking and bracketing were
utilized. Member checking involves sharing transcripts and emerging themes from
preliminary analysis of interviews with the participants. This helps to ensure that what
the participants said is interpreted correctly by the researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Member checking is “a way of finding out whether the data analysis is congruent with
participants’ experiences. Researchers can learn a great deal about the accuracy,
fairness and validity of their data analysis when participants review the findings”
(Curtin & Fossey, 2007, p. 92). Participants were emailed the transcribed interviews to
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check for accuracy of the content, and to clarify any content that needed interpretation
(Stake, 1995). Bracketing, which involves being aware of the researcher’s
consciousness, was utilized to help identify and set aside biases and judgements that
may occur while working with the data (Tufford & Newman, 2010).
Transferability. Purposeful sampling and detailed descriptions were used to
ensure transferability of the study. This ensured that meaningful data and conclusions
can be drawn from the data for others to examine, find meaning, and potentially
reproduce the study with different perimeters (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).
According to Curtin and Fossey (2007), detailed descriptions of the data especially the
qualitative data allows the reader to expect that as much detail as possible has been
provided and examined, further ensuring the trustworthiness of the study.
Dependability. An audit trail and journal keeping were used to engage in
dependability of the study. An audit trail helped provide cautious documentation of the
steps taken during the course of the research study (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña,
2014).
Confirmability. Confirmability was asserted by engaging in clear description
and detail of the research process, in addition to making connections between the data
and findings of the study (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014).
Assumptions
This study included the following assumptions. First, that all participants will
have experienced impostor phenomenon and they will be able to communicate that in
the survey and interviews. Second, that participants would be able to fully complete
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the survey phase of the study and a good number would indicate interest in being
interviewed. Another assumption related to the researcher’s preconceived notion that
the participants would have some idea of what impostor phenomenon is, since
individuals who experience a sense of self-doubt do classify it as such. Lastly, that the
participating college seniors would have some idea and examples of resilience and
persistence experiences that have helped them make persist in higher education to the
senior year. Furthermore, the researcher relied upon the reflexivity approach during
data analysis in which Malterud (2001) argued that:
A researcher’s background and position will affect what they choose to
investigate, the angle of investigation, the methods judged most adequate for
this purpose, the findings considered most appropriate, and the framing and
communication of conclusions” (pp. 483-484).
Summary
In order to establish and maintain validity, the researcher kept a journal to
document and report on her own biases, feelings, and assumptions throughout the data
collection and analysis phase (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Additionally, I detailed my
beliefs and positionality earlier on in the study, which allowed for readers to
understand the position of the researcher in relation to the study. I suspended my
beliefs as the study went into the data collection and analysis phase in order to develop
and identify themes only related to the study and participants’ responses (Creswell &
Miller, 2000). Creswell and Miller (2000) argued that “this validity procedure uses the
lens of the researcher but is clearly positioned within the critical paradigm where
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individuals reflect on the social, cultural, and historical forces that shape their
interpretation” (p. 127). Furthermore, a researcher’s beliefs and presumptions about
research “are not the same as bias, unless the researcher fails to mention them”
(Malterud, 2001, p. 484) and in the case of this study, the researcher has outlined any
preconceived notions and closeness to the study and the participants.
This chapter presented the methodology that was used to conduct this mixed
methods study regarding first-generation college seniors’ experiences with impostor
phenomenon in addition to how their experiences of resilience and persistence that
helped them navigate college from freshman year towards degree completion. The
sampling techniques utilized in the study were purposeful and homogenous, each of
which had relevance to the participants involved in the study. Three scale instruments
were used to further investigate the problem. Participants first completed the survey,
which provided a greater scope of data by including 51 first-generation college seniors
from various universities across the United States. Subsequently, 6 of those
respondents participated in one-on-one interviews, in order to dive deeper into the
investigation. Ethical considerations were addressed and the researcher’s positionality
was stated. An outline of the data analysis was presented, which included descriptive
statistics, frequencies, and cross tabulations, In Vivo Coding, and Pattern Coding, all
organized and analyzed within Excel, SPSS, and Dedoose. Finally, the topics related
to trustworthiness of the study were addressed and the assumptions related to the study
stated.
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Chapter 4: Data and Analysis
The findings and results presented in this chapter are based on the researcher’s
analysis of the mixed methods data gathered using the Clance Impostor Phenomenon
Scale (CIPS), the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC-25), the Grit Scale,
and one-on-one interviews. Analysis from the coding and exploration of the six
interviews, resulted in five major themes along with seven sub themes. A generous
description of impostor phenomenon surfaced throughout the interviews, and
exemplifications from the participants who are identified by pseudonym availed a
clearer understanding of impostor phenomenon among first-generation college
students and their experiences of resilience and persistence. Identifying key themes
from the interviews permitted the researcher to identify important findings. The
study’s results are highlighted for the essential views that aligned with or supported
the existing literature on impostor phenomenon, resilience, and persistence.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed methods study explored the lived experiences of
first-generation college seniors to understand the presence of impostor phenomenon
during their college journey.
Research Questions
The ultimate goal of this study was to explore the experiences of first-generation
college seniors and impostor phenomenon and how the perceived experiences of
resilience and persistence aid in degree completion. The following questions were
investigated:

72
1. Do first-generation students experience impostor phenomenon during their
journey to graduation?
2. If experienced, in what ways do students experience impostor phenomenon?
2b. How do students describe experiences of impostor phenomenon?
3. What perceived factors contribute to the resilience and persistence of firstgeneration students on the journey to graduation?
Participant Demographics
The participants in this study included a total of 51 students who completed the
CIPS, the CD-RISC, and the Grit scale via the survey sent out by the researcher.
The participants identified as first-generation college seniors, studying at private
universities/colleges across the United States. Most identified as being 23 years
old and younger and only 5 identified as being 24 years or older. Due to limited
variation, age was not included as a major factor in the data analysis. Out of the 51
participants, 14 identified as males, 35 identified as females, 1 participant selfidentified as non-binary and 1 preferred not to say. The latter two were excluded
when gender was included in the analysis. There were 12 racial categories with
small frequencies in each group that the researcher noted but excluded from the
analysis. Three major racial/ethnicity groups emerged from the data and were
referred to during data analysis. 19 participants identified as White, 12 as AsianAmerican, and nine identified as Hispanic.
Of the 51 participants, 21 indicated interest in being interviewed in the survey.
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The 21 students were emailed to request interview times be set in order to
conduct the 30-minute interview. A total of 11 participants eventually signed up to be
interviewed. A follow-up email was sent out to the 10 students that had not yet signed
up for an interview reminding them to sign-up for an interview. The students did not
respond or sign-up for an interview. Out of the 11 students who signed up for an
interview, two students, ended up not showing up for the interview. Of the nine
conducted interviews, 6 were used in the study’s qualitative phase (2 males and 4
females) as displayed in table 6. Three interviews were discarded because there were
more female participants than males. The study aimed to have a balanced number of
male and female participants to highlight an equal representation of both male and
female first-generation student experiences. Only two male students were interviewed
and therefore, their responses were considered among the six interviews used in the
study. The four female interviews that were used in the study were selected because
they presented at least one of the ethnic/racial categories in the study (2 white and 2
Hispanic/Latina). The three discarded interviews were female and identified as
(1=white, 2=Hispanic/Latina). Table 6 shows the interview participant demographics
including the pseudonym names used to protect the confidentiality of the participants,
their gender, race and major/area of study.
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Table 6
Interview Participants Demographics (N = 6)
Pseudonym
Andy
Richie
Dotty
Mandy
Nellie

Gender
Male
Male
Female
Female
Female

Race
Asian/Pacific Islander
White/Other
Hispanic
White
Hispanic

Ally

Female

White

Major
Marketing
Biology & Chemistry
Biology
Environmental Ethics & Policy
OTM & Finance
Theater Design &
Management

Researcher Positionality Revisited
I am a first-generation college student who has experienced and still
experiences impostor phenomenon. As a researcher of this study, my experiences
encourage me to provide a voice for students and even working professionals who
have and still experience feelings of impostorism. This study has been validating for
all the impostorism feelings that some students thought they felt alone. This study was
clarifying because as the participants shared their experiences, they came to a
realization that their feelings were real and their stories valid as first-generation
college students who have and still experience impostor phenomenon. These students
tapped into their resilience and persistence avenues to make it to senior year. As the
participants shared their stories, I found myself relating to those experiences and
intense feelings of impostorism yet as a college student, I was not able to understand
and classify those feelings and experiences as impostor phenomenon. The participants
shared stories regarding their campus culture, interactions with faculty, social and
cultural capital relationships, and relationships with their families. All these stories
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made me think back and question how I had handled those same situations as a college
student. Personally, I thought that asking professors for help was a sign of weakness
and that those professors would think I was not smart enough. I was not able to lean
on my family because they were all the way in Uganda, I did not want them to worry
about me, and they did not understand the American higher education system. Overall,
I was proud that although the participants in this study had experienced impostorism,
they had made it to senior year and are close to degree completion in the spring of
2021. During my third year of college, with no internship prospects in sight and
college courses getting hard, I wanted to quit school. I felt like a fraud that had fooled
everyone. It was inspirational to hear from the participants that despite feelings of
fraudulence, they were able to persist, remain resilient and make it to senior year.
As a researcher, it is validating for the stories of the participants to give and
add a voice to my own personal experiences as a first-generation student and coping
with impostor phenomenon. The narratives of the participants validated my feelings,
and my quest to keep persisting, even when the intense feelings of impostorism
overwhelm me. The participants shared that knowing they were not alone was in itself
validating and their feelings and my own feelings were real. The connection I
established with the participants took me back to those moments when I was finally
able to ask for help, feel vulnerable with the people I trusted to help me succeed and
graduate from college.
I expected the overall narrative from the participants to be that of defeat,
worthlessness, and despair for being first-generation and experiencing feelings of
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fraudulence. I did not expect to learn that those who exhibited and narrated feelings
related to impostor phenomenon could still be persistent and resilient. I have deep
admiration for these participants because their stories reassured me that, despite
feelings of impostor phenomenon, I can still ask for help, continue on the mission I
have set out despite the self-doubt and the discouragements along the way.
The researcher bracketed personal bias by keeping notes and journaling
especially during the qualitative process. I was able to undercover a list of personal
identities, some intersecting with the shared experiences of the participants. In order to
account for personal bias, I made a note of how my identities would bias the responses
of the participants during the interviews. After the interviews, I emailed the six
participants a copy of the original, unedited interview transcript to ensure member
checks.
Quantitative Data Findings
I was encouraged to reach out to Dr. Pauline Clance to ask for permission to
use the CIPS. I received permission via email to utilize the scale in the survey, along
with the scoring method. Permission to use the CIPS can be found in Appendix B. In
addition, I reached out to Dr. Jonathan Davidson to utilize the Connor-Davidson scale
for resilience (CD-RISC-25) and received permission to use the scale for the study,
along with the scoring sheet. Permission to use the CD-RISC-25 can be found in
Appendix C. The researcher identified a free to use, without the author’s written
permission to measure persistence. The study utilized the 12-item Grit scale by
Duckworth. The three scales were uploaded to Qualtrics, a data collecting software
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along with some demographic questions (race/ethnicity, major, age, gender, if firstgeneration college student, year in college and type of institution, private or public).
The survey was then sent out via a Qualtrics survey to the participants. The survey did
not collect participants’ identifying information, therefore no ethical concerns were
present. Table 7 shows a summary of the participants for each scale.
Table 7
Participant Demographic for the Connor-Davidson Scale, Grit Scale, and the Clance
Impostor Phenomenon Scale Results (N = 51)

CD-RISC
Grit Scale
Clance IP Scale

N

Mean

SD

Min

Max

49
50
45

68.65
40.50
72.36

14.45
7.14
14.56

37
21
40

100
55
100

Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale findings. The CIPS is a 100-point scale
composed of 20 Likert style questions (ranging from 1 to 5). According to Dr. Clance,
if a participant’s total score is 40 or lower, that means that the participant has low
impostor phenomenon, or experiences few impostor phenomenon experiences. A score
between 41- 60 indicates that the participant has moderate impostor phenomenon
experiences; a score of between 61- 80 means the participant frequently experiences
feelings of impostorism. Lastly, a score higher than 80 means that the participant often
experiences intense impostor phenomenon experiences (Clance & Imes, 1985). Table
8 illustrates the overall findings/frequencies related to the CIPS.
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Table 8
Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS) Frequencies
CIPS Scores

Frequency

Percent

Low/Moderate, 0-60 points

11

24%

Frequent, 61-80 points

19

42%

Intense, 81 points and above

15

33%

Total

45

100%

Due to low frequencies, low and moderate categories were combined and data were
disaggregated by gender and race as shown in Table 3. Two participants who did not
identify as male or female were excluded. Six participants did not complete all parts of
the CIPS and were also excluded for a total number of 43 participants (n = 43). Table
9 displays the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale scores by gender.
Table 9
Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale Scores by Gender (N=43)

Low
Frequent
Intense
Total

n
7
6
1
14

Male

%
50
42.9
7.1
100

n
3
12
14
29

Female

%
10.3
41.4
48.3
100

Table 10 shows comparisons of impostor phenomenon experiences by gender
and race.

79
Table 10
Impostor Phenomenon Experiences by Gender and Race

Total
Gender
Female
Male
Race
White
Asian
Other

n
45

Mean
72.36

SD
14.56

Min
40

Max
100

29
14

77.41
63.43

11.73
15.60

56
40

94
100

20
13
12

73.35
69.54
73.75

13.30
14.59
17.24

52
49
32

100
93
40

Data analysis presented in Tables 9 and 10 indicates that females are more
likely than males to have intense impostor phenomenon feelings and experiences (48%
and 7% respectively). An independent samples t-test revealed a difference in mean
CIPS scores between males and females confirmed that the mean female CIPS score
of 77.4% was significantly higher than the mean male score of 63.4%, t(41) = 3.27, p
< .02. Therefore, it seems that first-generation female seniors experience a higher
intensity of impostor feelings compared to the first-generation male seniors.
Grit Scale findings. According to Duckworth, questions 1, 4, 6, 9, 10 and 12
on the Grit Scale are assigned the following points: 5 = Very much like me, 4 =
Mostly like me, 3 = Somewhat like me, 2 = Not much like me, and 1 = Not like me at
all. For questions 2, 3, 5, 7, 8 and 11, the participants were assigned the following
points: 1 = Very much like me, 2 = Mostly like me, 3 = Somewhat like me, 4 = Not
much like me, and 5 = Not like me at all. Each participant’s points are all added up.
Although the original score is then divided by 12, such division simply averages the
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total scale score per question, which does not add anything to the analysis. For
parsimony reasons, I chose to keep the original total points as the measurement.
The maximum score on the Grit scale is 60 = extremely gritty and the lowest score on
the scale is 12 = not at all gritty. Table 11 shows the descriptive statistics of the Grit
Scale by gender and race.
Table 11
Descriptive Statistics of Grit Scale by Gender and Race
Demographic
Category
Total
Gender
Female
Male
Race
White
Asian
Other

n
50

Mean
40.50

SD
7.14

Min
21

Max
55

34
14

39.79
41.64

7.79
5.71

21
29

55
49

23
14
13

39.74
40.43
41.92

7.25
7.88
6.40

28
21
32

55
49
52

There was no significant difference between the mean values of males (41.6)
and females (39.8) on the Grit Scale (t-test value = 0.8, two-tailed p = .43). However,
the distributions of the scores are different from each other as shown in Figures 3 and
4. While female scores tend to cluster around the mean, male scores were more evenly
distributed without a clear pattern. It is vital to be cautious while interpreting the
figures because of a small sample size, particularly in males (n =14).
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Figure 3. Histogram of Grit Scale – Males

Figure 4. Histogram of Grit Scale – Females
When the Grit Scale is recoded in two categories 0-40 and above 40, there is
no significant differences between males and females. Males are evenly split (7 and 7)
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while 19 females have scores 0-40 and 15 females have scores above 40. Therefore,
the results suggest that there is no difference between males and females on the Grit
Scale.
Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale findings. Items in the scale range from 04 and a total score of the participants was obtained by adding up all the 25 items,
which should yield a score between 0-100. The lower the score, that means that the
participant has lower resilience and the higher the score, indicates greater resilience.
Table 12 displays the Resilience Scale experiences by gender and race.
Table 12
Resilience Scale Experiences by Gender and Race

Total
Gender
Female
Male
Race
White
Asian
Other

n
49

Mean
68.65

SD
14.45

Min
37

Max
100

34
14

67.15
72.50

14.21
15.37

37
46

97
100

22
15
12

69.05
67.33
69.58

14.52
16.52
12.57

50
37
50

100
97
94

Data indicated that males have a slightly higher mean on the Resilience Scale
(N=14, 72.50) than females (n = 34, 67.15). However, this difference is not significant
(t=1.16, p < .25). The shapes of the distributions of the scores for males and females
were similar. Likewise, there is no difference between racial pairs in their mean
scores. ANOVA F-tests did not reveal a difference based on race when all racial
categories are tested jointly. It is important to note that the mean value of the
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resilience scale in the sample (68.7) was significantly lower than in the general
population (79). The mean difference was -10.3, t=-5, p < .001, two-tailed. This
suggests that first-generation students have a much lower resilience level than the
general U.S. population regardless of their sex or race.
Qualitative Data Findings
This section presents data and analysis from the interviews to offer in-depth
descriptions of participant experiences related to impostor phenomenon, and resilience
and persistence. The data and analysis in this phase helps to answer research questions
1, 2, & 3.
Key Themes. Five themes emerged from the analysis of the literature, CIPS,
CD-RISC-25, Grit scale, and the interviews. The following themes were initially
determined by applying the transcendental phenomenology method, which according
to Moustakas (1994) aims to highlight the important narratives and descriptions of a
participant’s experience. The five themes that emerged were 1) identity as a firstgeneration college student; 2) cultural and social capital; 3) campus culture; 4) family;
and, 5) advice. Each of these five themes included sub themes as illustrated in Figure 7
and each is explained throughout the chapter. Theme 5, which involves findings
related to advice will be discussed in chapter 5 as recommendations. The five themes
that emerged during the qualitative phase and their subsequent sub themes are
discussed further in this chapter and are displayed in Table 13.
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Table 13
Study’s Key Themes and Sub themes
Identity
Self-doubt
Sum up of Experience
Impostor Phenomenon
Cultural and Social Culture
Comparison to Others
Campus Culture
Resilience and Persistence
Family Aspects
Pride
Understanding and Encouragement
Finances
Advice
Support for FGEN Students
Affirmations
Note. The Advice theme will be discussed in chapter 5 as recommendaions.
Identity
The participants knew and understood they were first-generation college
students and first in their family to attend a four-year university. They identified
themselves this way and understood what it meant to be the first in their family to be
close graduating from college. It was apparent that being first-generation was a major
part of the identity of the six interview participants. The participants described
different situations that contributed to their first-generation identity throughout their
four years of college. Nellie described her experience as the first in her family to
attend college as:
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Oh my gosh, this means so much to me. Because my dad is an immigrant. He
came from Cuba. He was born in Cuba. And then my mom, her side of the
family is from El Salvador. She was born in California. But they had little to
no college experience at all. But for me, this means so much to me because
they have sacrificed, basically, all of their lives for my sister and I to get the
education that they wanted for themselves but, for us too. Because they see that
education is key to being successful and opening new doors, new opportunities
and to be successful in life. So yeah, my education is very important to me. I
take it very seriously.
Another student was also aware of what it meant to be a first-generation
college student. Mandy responded by saying, “I think it means there are expectations
on me to achieve something greater. I definitely think that there are a lot of kind of
familial expectations that I am the one who will do well.” For Andy, his firstgeneration student identity is intertwined with being an only child as well. Andy
describes his experience as being different from maybe most first-generation college
students because, again as an only child, he felt he needed to make his parents proud.
When asked to elaborate on what he meant, Andy responded by saying, “I grew up in
a Hawaiian/Asia household and it was kind of, even though my parents did not go to
college and they only graduated from high school, the whole expectation was that I
was going to succeed and go to college.” Each participant described almost similar
situations that contributed or made up their identity of what it means to be the first in
their family to attend a four-year college.
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The three sub themes that emerged within the identity theme were 1) selfdoubt 2) sum up of college experience, and 3) experiences of impostor phenomenon.
Self-doubt. All participants at some point during their college journey from
first year to senior year had experienced varying levels and experiences of self-doubt.
Self-doubt was identified as a major part of the students knowing and understanding
their identity, first-generation college students. When asked how often he felt these
feelings of self-doubt throughout his four years in college, Richie responded by saying
“I think freshman year.” Andy also added:
I was taking a high-level Philosophy course and a high-level Business course
that I actually was not too skilled in, and I was doing very terrible in it,
obviously. And because of the whole pandemic adding on top of that and being
online and not having social interactions as much as I would like, it got me to a
really low point where I was like, Maybe I should just drop out. Maybe that'll
be easier on me. Way easier if I just do that.
Andy’s experience of feeling that he was not good enough to pass the
Philosophy and Business courses brought about self-doubt that made him think that
dropping out would be easier. In Nellie’s case, she did not even know that the feelings
of self-doubt she had were associated to being a first-generation college student. Nellie
noted that, “Yeah. I had no idea until this year. I was like, oh my god, this kind of ties
my whole life together.”
All six participants at some point during the interviews reflected on their four
years and how far they had come. While reflecting on the journey to graduation, the
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participants voiced experiences of self-doubt, doubting how they had made it this far.
The participants rationalized their self-doubt by sharing moments of self-doubt and
then something that had helped them overcome that self-doubt. When asked about
impostor phenomenon and the self-doubt that came with that, Ally shared that, “I’ve
felt like I hadn’t belonged in my department for the majority of my time at college.”
Ally rationalized her self-doubt moment and added that, “It was only after I started
taking more communications and business classes for fun that I realized I’m not an
idiot, and I am creative and smart.” When asked to elaborate on what she meant by “I
realized I’m not an idiot, and I am creative and smart” she stated, “I had to get
validation from a lot of outside sources. It wasn’t until I started getting paid for my art
that I felt successful or worthy or even like an artist.”
Andy, Ally, Nellie, and Mandy all exhibited self-doubt, which plays directly
into the experiences of impostor phenomenon. Mandy’s rationalization of finally
feeling like she was smart, receiving validation from others, and getting paid for her
art, contributed to her resilience and persistence towards degree completion.
Sum up of Experience. All six participants were asked to sum up their college
experience in one word. Responses included: new, first, complex, challenging,
opportunity, and enlightening. The purpose of asking the participants to sum up their
four-year college experience with one word was intended to help them vocalize what it
meant to be a first-generation college student. Chapter 2 discusses various research on
what it means to be the first in one’s family to attend college. This study aimed to
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include first-hand narratives of first-generation college students and what it meant to
them to be first in their families to attain a four-year degree.
When asked to use one word or phrase to sum up her experience during the
four years in college, Nellie paused and when she finally spoke, she stated that, “one
word that ties it together is opportunity.” When asked to elaborate, Nellie stated:
I think it just ties in for all my four years. I have seen so many different
avenues to get different opportunities. I am an Operation and Technology
Management, finance double major and with these majors I have chosen, there
is been so many opportunities to grow into the field that I want to be in. My
university offers so many different things, like clubs. Especially in the
Operation and Technology Management program, they offer speed
networking, mentorship. So, things that really help the students succeed in
their careers as well as not only academically, but also, just as a person too.
But yeah, I think opportunity is a good word to concise my whole four-year
experience at my university.
Nellie’s description of her fours at college was opportunity. She felt like the college
she attended availed her the resources and the prospects to succeed as a firstgeneration college student regardless of impostor phenomenon. Andy, shared a similar
positive word to sum up his experience in college. When asked to describe and sum up
his experience at the four-year college he attended, Andy remarked:
Man, that’s a hard one. But I would say new or first. First, meaning new,
obviously. But meaning I got to do all these different things that I never
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experienced being back home. Back home, since I am actually an only child in
my family as well, I am typically isolated in my house because my mom
doesn’t want me to go out or get hurt. So, coming to college, it was a new
experience for me to really spread my wings, experience dorm life, sleep over
at a friend’s house, travel.
For Andy and Nellie, coming to college and describing it as a positive
experience adds a much-needed voice to the first-generation student story. It is
important for Andy and Nellie’s narrative to be shared and for other first-generation
students to gain a sense of ‘we can do it.’ Richie’s summary of his four years at
college is described as, “enlightening, because there is just so much new information.”
Richie added that:
I chose enlightening because, I have learned a lot both in education and myself.
I have learned a lot about the fields that I want to go into, but I feel like I have
learned about myself in the process, the things I am good at, the things I am
prepared for in my life.
The perception that Richie, Andy, and Nellie gave was that, regardless of
feeling like they did not belong, they were grateful for the opportunities, for new
experiences and an enlightening four-years. On the other hand, Dotty, Mandy, and
Ally’s summation of their college experience was not as positive as Andy, Nellie, and
Richie’s.
Dotty described her experience as challenging. She went on to explain that:
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I think part of a big defining characteristic of my college experience has been
letting go of the idea that I have it all figured out. It seems like all the other
students, once they graduate, they are, and they can start practicing their
profession. I am a Biology major, and I was trying to figure out what it was I
actually wanted to do. And it’s just been a really challenging experience.
Another student, Ally, also described her experience as a first-generation
college student as challenging. I asked Ally to explain why she chose the word
challenging, she stated that:
I did come to this university for the educational challenge. However, I have
found that there is just a level of social/societal challenge that has comes with
that and I was not prepared for that. I was not prepared to have to fight every
single turn to get things done while I am here in a way that meets my
accommodations or appreciates my fiscal standing.
Similarly to Dotty and Ally, Mandy also shared that her experience as a firstgeneration college student was complex. I asked Mandy why she chose the word
complex to describe her experience and she narrated that:
Again, I am so grateful that I was able to attend a four-year institution. So
grateful that I have been able to finish or will soon be able to finish.
Financially, it has not been easy, so I am grateful for that. But I think firstgeneration students in general face a lot of barriers of just lacking institutional
knowledge, familiarity with higher education and resources that are available.
At the same time, I have struggled. I have a disability and it has been hard,
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dealing with accommodations and dealing with just access issues in general
and support from students, support from professors , seeking those extra means
of support because it is not always easy to balance being a college student and
health issues. In addition, the political climate tying into that and all that kind
of stuff.
Impostor Phenomenon. All six interview participants were asked if they were
familiar with impostor phenomenon and how they would describe impostor
phenomenon in their college experience. The participants were familiar with impostor
phenomenon and shared their unique varying descriptions and experiences with
impostor phenomenon throughout their journey to graduation. Participants were asked
if they were familiar with impostor phenomenon and a follow-up question was asked
to describe impostor phenomenon in their experience. Ally said, “I am familiar with
impostor phenomenon.” She added that, “As someone in the arts field, I think it is that
much harder to feel like you are competent, when there are so many talented artists
and they could make art better than you.” Ally was not alone in her familiarity with
impostor phenomenon as a first-generation college student. When asked how often she
felt like an impostor in college, Ally answered saying, “I have felt like I had not
belonged in my department for the majority of my time at college. It was only after I
started taking more communications and business classes for fun that I realized I’m
not an idiot, and I am creative and smart.” Just like Ally, Mandy also said she was
familiar with impostor phenomenon. Mandy retorted that:
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Yeah, definitely. I feel like I experienced it a bit definitely early on in my
college career, probably the first year or so. I have gotten more familiar with it
going to a higher education institution. I think there is also a greater rationality
between impostor phenomenon and white privilege. I think a lot of people,
especially at a predominately white institution experience impostor
phenomenon. Dotty’s experience aligned with Mandy’s when asked if she was
familiar with impostor phenomenon. Dotty narrated that:
I think I would say I am pretty familiar with impostor phenomenon. I think it is
especially present in a school like my university where there is a lot of white
peers. I do not mean to be malicious, or think they do it on purpose, but with
how rich of a school as my university, I feel like it just piles up. Coming from
a different background when compared to my rich peers, it is really easy to fall
into that trap of being like, do I actually belong here?
Dotty’s experience is discussed greatly in the literature where first-generation
college students who attend predominately white institutions feel more out of place,
often causing them to ask if they belong on their college campuses. Andy noted that,
“Yes, I am familiar with impostor phenomenon. I feel like we always had this talk in
our meetings and impostor phenomenon is always going to be relevant.” Andy went
on to share his experience noting that:
I think that we all are a victim of impostor phenomenon at some point, whether
it be young, old, middle-aged. It is always going to be there, thinking that you
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are not good enough. Even as a senior, I probably think that I am not good
enough.
Nellie mentioned that she had learned about impostor phenomenon this past
year. Nellie is not alone in not knowing that the feelings of self-doubt or phoniness
have a name, and that name is impostor phenomenon. Nellie explained that while
watching a video, the term impostor phenomenon came up and she looked it up online
only to discover that, “this literally is my life.” Nellie further describes her impostor
phenomenon experience:
I think I can resonate with this because I always feel that I am not able or have
the capabilities of doing something or that sometimes I am fraud. I was given
an internship at one of the big four companies and getting that, I was like, oh
they definitely got the wrong candidate. I don’t know why they chose me. I
kept proceeding through the whole application process, from an internship to a
job offer. Throughout the whole process, I was like no way, no, this is not true.
I do not feel like I have the capabilities or the knowledge to be at this high
level of a company.
Richie, just like the other five participants, also acknowledged being familiar
and experiencing impostor phenomenon. He noted that, “I would say to a degree, yes.”
Asked to elaborate further on his experience with impostor phenomenon, Richie
asserted:
I had to talk a little bit about this when I was applying to medical school
actually. Growing up, I just felt like there were things because of the family I
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come from and the little money and everything that was going on in my family
at the time, that there were certain opportunities that were not meant for me. I
felt like there were opportunities that some of my classmates were doing that I
just could not do. Like even if there were resources open, I just felt like that
was not meant for me.
Cultural and Social Capital
First-generation college students often compare themselves to their non-firstgeneration college peers and feel the need to “fit in.” Cultural and social capital play a
large role in how first-generation college students navigate college on their journey to
graduation. Bourdieu (1977) explained cultural capital as having the understanding of
the dominant culture in a society and the ability to recognize and use educated
language (p. 494). For purposes of this study, cultural capital refers to self-guided
knowledge of higher education to be successful in academic settings (Collier &
Morgan, 2008). While social capital has been defined as the social support of a young
individual’s interpersonal network and the access to institutional privileges and
resources (Staton-Salazr, 1997).
Experiences related to cultural and social capital surfaced from the interviews
when some participants were asked to talk about their cultural and social experiences
in relation to feeling like an impostor and how they coped. Ally mentioned that she
worked on her art on the side. She added that:
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I forced it into the market. I forced people to see it. I got paid for my brain.
That is how I have gotten this far. I fight when people walk on me. It is
exhausting.
Ally’s experience made it apparent that social and cultural capital serve as an
influence for first-generation college students to create and develop a sense of culture,
which emphasized their assessment of the overall experience during their four-years at
college. When asked how she has coped from the social-cultural perspective, Mandy
narrated that she has found community and support with her fellow first-generation
college students. Mandy elaborated:
A lot of my close friends are also first-generation, or even if they are not, they
have high expectations on them to succeed. We do talk and try to offer each
other support about our families’ expectations of us.
Mandy went on to add to the importance of social capital and the role it plays
in the college journey of first-generation college students. Mandy noted that, “I did not
know how much it had impacted my college experience until later in my junior year.”
Mandy was alluding to the lost opportunity of not having joined the first-generation
student club on campus, where social support is offered to first-generation college
students. Mandy added that she found support from friends she lived with off-campus
and found ways to cope. Just like Mandy, Dotty spoke to the importance of having
social and cultural capital as a first-generation college student. Dotty noted that living
at home and being the eldest sibling made it difficult for her to fully engage and
participate in on-campus activities. Dotty elaborated saying:
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With familial responsibilities, it was hard to prioritize study groups on campus.
It made it hard to build community and I felt disconnected from my college
campus. When I was done with classes, I had responsibilities to get to at home.
Andy spoke to the importance of clubs and mentors on campus as a way to help firstgeneration college students build their social and cultural capital. Andy mentioned
joining the Diversity and Inclusion Programs at his school and also serving as a Firstgeneration Ambassador as a way of branching out and getting advice on how to
navigate college. Andy expounded that, “Joining the Diversity and Inclusion Programs
helped me connect and add events. Getting into a close knit community helped me
learn to branch out and being offered advice.”
Asked how her identity as a first-generation college student, a Latina, and
attending a predominately white institution has played into her social and cultural
identity, Nellie replied, “I am Latina and also White, I am always questioning whether
to show my true Latina side or assimilate to the White side.” Nellie did expand on her
response by saying:
Because the majority of my friends at college are white, I am always afraid to
say things like, my name. I always say it the white way, so that people can say
it in their pronunciation. I think I am always trying to assimilate to them, just
so it is easier on my end and I do not have to explain myself. There is
definitely a shift in the way I act at home where I have mainly Latina friends
and at college, where I have mostly white friends.
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Comparison to other students. This stood out as a sub-theme among the firstgeneration college students during the interviews. Ally spoke about not belonging in
her department and how she constantly compared herself to her classmates. Nelly
spoke about comparing herself to the male students in her major. She noted that,
“being in a heavily male dominated major being one of three girls in her classes made
me feel inadequate.” Nelly added that:
Knowledge-wise, I always feel like I am always lacking in some sort and I end
up second guessing myself and comparing myself to my classmates. Whenever
I am asking a question or an answer, I always phrase it as a question instead of
saying it like, Oh, this is the right answer, because I always think, it is wrong.
When asked about his experiences at college, Richie echoed comparing
himself to his classmates who he thought were doing better than him or knew more
than him. Richie added that:
I felt that there were opportunities that some of my classmates had that I could
not do, even if there were resources set aside to help students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Even if the resources were available, I just felt that
they were not meant for me.
Andy also added that he often compares himself to other students, adding that,
“I think that I am not good enough and will not get the internship I want.” When asked
to elaborate, Andy added:
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When I am applying for internships, I am thinking, am I going to be good
enough? Am I going to be able to fulfill my job? Am I going to be able to be
better than the next person that is also applying for the same job?
Similarly, Dotty described her experience as, “the culture at my college can
make it really easy to compare yourself to others.” Dotty further added that:
At college, there are students in professional schools like the School of
Nursing and the School of Engineering. I feel like the students in these
professional schools already know what they what to do after graduation and
once they graduate they are set and can start their professions right away. As a
Biology major, I am still trying to figure out what I actually want to do with
my degree after graduation.
Mandy added to the sub-theme of comparison to other students by saying that,
“having a disability has led me to try to overcompensate.” Mandy expounded that:
Compared to my classmates, having a disability means I have to work almost
harder in case I do get sick or I need to take more time off. I feel I have to
overcompensate and do really well in college and push myself harder than my
classmates even when I have been going through really difficult times, just so
that I can prove myself to my professors.
Just like Dotty, Andy discussed comparing himself to other students
academically. Andy stated that:
Whenever I fail a class or I am doing badly in a class, for some reason, I decide
to compete with someone and they are doing better than me. I find myself
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comparing myself to my friends in the School of Engineering, yet I am in the
School of Business. When I talk to my engineering friends, they tell me how
they are taking high level math classes and that what I am doing in business is
not as important or hard as what they are doing.
Campus Culture
In chapter 2, the literature supported the importance of institutional support
toward first-generation college student success. Pizzolato (2003) stated that
institutions of higher education need to create programs aimed at assisting student
populations like first-generation students that are at risk of dropping out. Some of the
interview participants revealed the importance of clubs or programs on their college
campuses that have supported them, as first-generation college students. When asked
if he was familiar with impostor phenomenon, Andy responded that, “yes.” Andy
added that, he had learned about impostor phenomenon from one of the meetings for
first-generation college students at his college campus. At his college, Andy disclosed
that he volunteers as a first-generation student ambassador. Andy’s role is part of a
program at Andy’s college that helps support first-generation college students and
offers a space for them to gather, share, and be supported. Andy shared that:
As a first-generation ambassador I have been giving new students advice
basing on my experiences of what I would tell myself or wished I would have
known coming to college as a first-generation student. I would say, to not be
afraid to go and experience new things.
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As a commuter student, Dotty appreciated having a program on her college
campus that supports first-generation college students. Dotty shared that:
At my college, we have our own little community. Before I joined and started
getting involved, I was a commuter student and I was finding it really hard to
get connected to campus and feel like I was part of it. So having a firstgeneration college student program is something that is really meaningful to
me and being a FGEN [first-generation college student] student, it has allowed
me to find that sense of community and belonging.
Andy shared that having programs like the Diversity and Inclusion
Programs at his college where he was able to connect and go to events with
other first-generation college students helped him feel connected in college.
Andy added that, “I was able to get into these close-knit communities and that
helped me to start branching out and getting advice.”
Resilience and Persistence factors. The interview participants were asked
about their perceived experiences related to resilience that helped them toward degree
completion. Ally shared that:
I am here. I am on track to graduate. But I have had to fight for it every step of
the way and not even with myself, but also the people I pay to teach me. I am
not really over the feelings of anger. Which is good, because I think at this
point it is what fuels me to finish. I have so many people to prove wrong.
When asked what factors helped contribute to her resilience from first-year to
senior year, Ally attributed her courage to, “telling people I am worth it” and hearing
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from supportive people that, “school will not be forever, even though it feels like it
and that I am competent.”
Nellie attributed her resilience to “separating feelings from fact.” Whan asked
to elaborate, Nellie mentioned that:
Just because you feel something in a certain way, it actually is not what you
are. It is about having confidence to know what you are capable of doing and
embracing your differences and not self-doubting a lot which for me comes up
a lot, especially being in a male dominated major.
Speaking to his resilience, Richie acknowledged the importance of
family. Richie expounded saying:
I think the main factors are family and friends. Definitely my family
because as the youngest of four, all my other siblings are six plus years
older than me. Some briefly attended college, but were never successful
to reach graduation. Throughout my life, seeing what they have done
both incorrectly and successfully, I have learned how to do things in a
better way.
As part of her persistence strategy, Ally shared that she worked on her art work
on the side. This did not only help her make extra money needed for college, but also
Ally shared that, “I forced my art into the market and forced people to aww it. I got
paid for my brain. That is how I have gotten this far.”
Relatedly, Dotty shared that having a job while going to school full-time
contributed to her resilience. Dotty echoed that:
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I started working in high school, and I kept it up in college. I never thought
much of it until I met other students that had never had a job while in college
like me. I think that was really crazy because I think it is a privilege to be able
to do school full time and not have any other responsibilities. If I had the
opportunity, I would probably not have worked. But I think having to work
throughout my four years has definitely built my resilience because I have to
prioritize, and have to definitely time manage a lot better.
I asked Mandy what factors she thought have contributed to her
resilience and persistence throughout college. She responded enthusiastically
that, “probably my stubbornness.” Mandy intricately echoed that:
I am a persistent person. I think even though there are expectations on
me from my family, they are supportive of me getting my degree and
they are proud and try to remind me of that often so I think that has
carried me forward.
Mandy also added that study groups and “talking to other students in my major
about things like climate change keep me pushing forward and knowing that the work
I want to do is important.” Lastly, Mandy emphasized that her persistence comes from
knowing “there are expectations on me, both from my family and myself, to go and do
good in the world after college.”
Lastly, when asked about factors that have contributed to his resilience or persistence,
Andy passionately shared that, “First-generation students, have to be confident in
themselves.” He underscored the importance of:
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Believe in yourself. It is the same thing as saying, you have got to love
yourself before you can love other people. The only way that this can work is
if the first-generation student is able to persist and believe in themselves,
whether it is real confidence or fake confidence. If they are able to persist and
believe in themselves, find their ambitions and their why, there should not be a
reason why they should not be able to reach out to professors, go to events,
become student leaders. As long as a first-generation student or anyone
suffering from impostor phenomenon is able to find confidence in themselves,
I think they will be just fine.
Family Aspects
This theme discusses the responses of the interview participants regarding the
contributions and influences of family on their journey to degree completion as firstgeneration college students. The first interview question asked the participants what it
meant to them being the first in their families to go to college. Richie answered the
question by noting:
From a young age, my parents always told us education is the most important
thing because my parents, did not go to college. My mother did not even
graduate high school and always worked in factory jobs and low income jobs.
Richie further added to what his first-generation student status meant to his
entire family by saying that, “My parents wanted my siblings and I to have better lives
and they thought the best way to do that is through getting a good education.”
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Similarly, Dotty shared that “From a young age, I thought that being an FGEN
[first-generation college student] would give me an opportunity to break some of the
generational cycles that have kept my parents from having the same opportunities that
I have now.” Dotty further elaborated what her being able to attend college meant to
her family, adding:
They are from Mexico [referring to her parents]. There is a lot of different
power dynamics that come from being immigrants to the United States. And
so, I think being the first person to go to college, was my time to prove that all
of their sacrifices and hard work were worth it. I am taking advantage of those
opportunities and setting it up for my siblings and everyone else that comes
after me.
Pride. When asked what it meant to him being the first in his family to attend
college, Andy echoed, “I think it is more of a pride thing that I can do something for
my family and that they have this expectation for me to succeed.” Andy was not alone
in empathizing what a source of pride it is for families of first-generation college
students for their students to pursue a four year degree. For Nellie, she noted that,
“This means the world to me, being the first one to graduate in my family, my
immediate family.” She further added:
My dad [father] is an immigrant from Cuba. My mother is from California but
both of them [her parents] had no college experience and only their high
school. So, this means so much to me because they [her parents] have
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sacrificed all their lives for my sister and I to get the education that they
wanted for themselves.
Relatedly, Ally added that “It means a lot to me to be able to go to college. It is
something not easily afforded. I recognize it gives me a leg up.”
Understanding and Encouragement. For Mandy, being the first in her family
to attend college meant that, “There are expectations on me to achieve something
greater.” With that expectation, Mandy hoped that her family would be understanding
of the endeavor she was undertaking. She understood that being a first-generation
student meant “that there are a lot of familial expectations that I am the one who will
do well.” For Mandy, those family expectations were a source of encouragement to
succeed in college. Mandy added that, “I have a disability and, so that has been really
hard dealing with accommodations and, dealing with access issues. Support from
friends, family, and professors has been helpful.”
Finances. Ally recognized that attaining a college degree would “Give me a
leg up” but also spoke about how “it was not something easily afforded.” Ally went
further to speak to the financial awareness and burden attaining a college degree
brings:
I did come to College P [alias for school] for the educational challenge.
However, I have found that there is just a level of social/societal challenge that
has come with that and I was not prepared for that. I was not prepared to have
to fight every single turn to get things done while I am here in a way that meets
my accommodations and affects my financial standing.
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For Mandy, she described her first-generation college experience as complex.
When asked to elaborate, Mandy shared that:
I am grateful that I was able to attend a four-year institution. Financially, it has
not been easy. I think first gen [first-generation college students] in general
face a lot of barriers like lacking institutional knowledge, familiarity with
higher ed [higher education] and resources available like financial aid.
Richie also shared that his mother “Did not even graduate from high school
and always worked factory jobs and low income jobs.” So, pursuing a college degree
although pricey, was “My siblings and I to have better lives and they [Richie’s
parents] thought the best way was through getting a good education to improve upon
my life and financials.” When asked if he was familiar with impostor phenomenon,
Richie said, yes, he was. Asked if he cared to elaborate, Richie said:
When I was applying to medical school, I think especially growing up, I just
felt like there were things because of the family I came from and the little
money we had and what was going on in my family at the time, that there were
opportunities that were not meant for me, but were for others.
Likewise, Dotty expressed feeling like an impostor because of the financial
differences between her and other students. When asked to elaborate how familiar to
what extent she felt like an impostor, Dotty shared that:
At a school like College of P [alias for school] where there’s a lot of white
peers, I do not mean that to be malicious but especially how rich of a school it
is, I feel like it just piles up. Coming from a different background, when you
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are in your good moments, it is like, I can be in the same space that my rich
white peers can be in.
Summary
In summary, this chapter provided an examination of experiences from firstgeneration college students. Through the surveys and interviews, first-generation
college students shared their voices and experiences related to impostor phenomenon.
The quantitative and qualitative data provided a detailed and clear picture for how
first-generation college students experience impostor phenomenon, how they describe
it, and the perceived factors that have contributed to their resilience and persistence on
the journey to graduation. Each of the four research questions were explored and data
were analyze in the quantitative and qualitative sections of this chapter.
Findings from the analyses in Chapter 4 will be discussed in Chapter 5. A
summary of the results, a discussion of the findings, limitations, and recommendations
for future research will be detailed in Chapter 5.

108
Chapter 5: Summary, Discussion, and Implications
This chapter presents a summary of the study and important findings drawn
from the data presented in Chapter 4. It provides recommendations for higher
education, administrators, higher education staff like financial aid counselors, and
parents of first-generation college students.
The limitations of the study are also described. The chapter concludes with
recommendations for further research.
Summary of the Study
This study explored the lived experiences of first-generation college seniors to
better understand the presence of impostor phenomenon during their college journey.
This study also examined perceived experiences related to resilience and persistence
among first-generation students that helped them on the journey to graduation.
Overview of the Problem. According to Bird (2018), the American dream
means everyone having an equal chance to succeed. However, the reality is that people
in America, especially students attending America’s institutions of higher learning are
starting off at different places and for some, it is hard to overcome the barriers to
succeed. This study has explored impostor phenomenon as a barrier to first-generation
college student success. It is no wonder that according to a national study, firstgeneration college students are less likely to persist to graduation from college
compared to their peers with college educated parents (NCES, 2018).
Much of the literature recognized impostor phenomenon as a valid barrier to
first-generation students’ degree completion, including struggles with self-doubt and

109
feelings of fraudulence (Clance, Dingman, Reviere, & Stober, 1995; Clance & Imes,
1978). The literature also showed how experiences related to resilience and
persistence such as institutional support (Brewer, 2011) and campus engagement
(Davis, 2010; Choy, 2001) play a significant role in helping first-generation college
students reach degree completion. The literature, however, also exposed some gaps in
the research devoted to tracking of the initial first-generation college students and how
they navigated college, how successful first-generation students attain degree
completion. There is a gap in longitudinal studies that follow successful firstgeneration students from matriculation to commencement. This study sought to fill
these gaps by focusing on first-generation college seniors who have navigated
impostor phenomenon from their first-year to senior year.
Purpose statement and Research Questions. The purpose of this mixed
methods study was to explore the lived experiences of first-generation college seniors
to better understand the presence of impostor phenomenon during their college
journey. This study also examined experiences related to resilience and persistence
among first-generation students that helped them on the journey to graduation. To
further investigate the presence of impostor phenomenon experiences during the
journey to graduation of first-generation college students and their experiences of
resilience and persistence, the following research questions were utilized:
1. Do first-generation students experience impostor phenomenon during their
journey to graduation?
2. If experienced, in what ways do students experience impostor phenomenon?
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2b. How do students describe experiences of impostor phenomenon?
3. What perceived factors contribute to the resilience and persistence of firstgeneration students on the journey to graduation?
Review of methodology, overview of sample, data collection, and analysis.
A mixed methods descriptive approach was ideal to help address the research
questions in this study. By using mixed methods, the researcher was able to
combine both quantitative and qualitative approaches to better “understand a
phenomenon fully than is possible using either quantitative or qualitative
approaches alone” (Mills & Gay, 2016, p. 8). Specifically, this study applied what
Creswell (2015) referred to as the explanatory sequential design, first consisting of
quantitative data collection and analysis and then the qualitative part. Findings
from the quantitative phase were used in the data collection, analysis, and
interpretation of the qualitative data obtained through student interviews. One of
the strengths of the explanatory sequential design is that the researcher was able to
use qualitative findings to elaborate on or explain the quantitative findings (Mills
& Gay, 2016). The sample consisted of 51 first-generation college seniors, each of
whom completed the survey and, 6 interviews were purposefully selected for the
qualitative exploration phase. Data were analyzed through description of the case,
as well as key themes that arose through the descriptive statistics, and coding.
Coding included two cycles; In Vivo Coding and Pattern Coding.
Synopsis of data analysis. Key findings conveyed that all six interview
participants knew about impostor phenomenon and had experienced it at some
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point during their four years of college. Some participants mentioned that they
discovered in their senior year that the feelings of self-doubt and fraudulence they
had long felt was impostor phenomenon. Nelly recalled that, “I’ve learned
impostor syndrome this past year. I was watching a video and this term came up
and I was like, what is that? I was looking online too and I was like, this literally is
my life.” This study affirmed one of my assumptions that some first-generation
students experience impostor phenomenon but they may not know that the feelings
of self-doubt and fraudulence they feel have a name; and that name is impostor
phenomenon.
The research design utilized both quantitative and qualitative approaches to
explore impostor phenomenon and experiences of resilience and persistence
among first-generation college students during their journey to graduation. A
mixed methods approach was used because it allowed for triangulation of the data,
with the literature thus helping to form a solid foundation for the study and its
design. Survey data and interview feedback were used to analyze and address the
research questions.
There is numerous research that already focuses on first-generation college
students and also an abundance of research that discusses impostor phenomenon.
However, this study provided first-hand narratives of impostorism of firstgeneration college students and their experiences of resilience and persistence
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Findings
The description of the findings and interpretation of themes directly connect to
the analysis of quantitative and qualitative data presented in chapter 4.
Impostor phenomenon. An overwhelming theme that arose from this study is
that many first-generation college seniors have experienced and still experience
feelings related to impostor phenomenon on their journey to graduation. All six
interview participants said they were familiar with impostor phenomenon and were
able to describe impostor phenomenon in their experiences. For example, Ally said
she was familiar with impostor phenomenon because “as someone in the arts field, I
think it’s that much harder to feel like you’re competent, when there are so many
talented artists, and they make better art than you do.”
Of the 51 quantitative participants, 35 identified as female and 14 identified as
male. Results from the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS) indicated that
females are more likely than males to have intense impostor experiences (48% and 7%
respectively). The finding is that first-generation female students experience a higher
intensity of impostor feelings when compared to the first-generation male students.
Of the 45 participants that completed the CIPS, 11 experienced low/moderate
impostor feelings. According to the CIPS scoring, participants that scored between 0
and 60 points on the CIPS indicated low/moderate feelings of impostorism. Due to
low frequencies, low and moderate categories were combined. Of the 11 low/moderate
frequencies, seven identified as male and 3 identified as females. Moreover, 19
participants shared experiences of frequent impostor feelings, meaning they scored
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between 61-80 points. Of the 19, six were male and 12 identified as females.
Additionally, 15 participants experienced intense feelings of impostorism, scoring 81
points and above. Of the 15, one identified as male, while 14 identified as female.
From these findings, it is therefore safe to conclude that female first-generation
college seniors experienced a higher intensity of impostor feelings compared to firstgeneration senior male students.
Self-doubt. Another frequent finding from the study was that first-generation
college seniors experienced self-doubt as a direct relation to having impostor
phenomenon. Some of the interview participants shared that they doubted their own
abilities (Wilke, 2018). For example, Nelly shared that, “I always feel like I’m always
self-doubting. I always feel like, it was probably someone’s mistake.” Nelly was
referring to the academic scholarship was offered and the internship that followed. She
added that:
With even that scholarship, I was just like, oh my God, no, there is no way that
I got it. It just always feels like there’s some sort of self-doubt that comes with
these like accomplishments that I’ve gotten throughout the years.
Ally shared that, “I’ve felt like I hadn’t belonged in my department for the
majority of my time at XY [name of university has been changed].” She added that, “It
was only after I started taking more communications and business classes for fun that I
realized I’m not an idiot, and I am creative and smart.”
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Andy shared experiences of self-doubt in his academics. He noted with added
stress from taking classes during the pandemic, he was also taking a high level
philosophy and business courses. Andy shared that:
I actually was not too skilled in, and I was doing very terribly in the classes,
obviously. And because of the pandemic adding on top of that and being online
and not having social interactions as much as I would like, it got me to really a
low point where I was like, maybe I should drop out, maybe that’ll be easier on
me. Way easier if I just do that.”
In addition, Richie also shared experiences related to self-doubt. His interview
revealed that he experienced self-doubt depending on the classes he was taking. Richie
expressed that:
I feel like the classes I’m in, if they are hard, then I’m just like, oh, yeah, I
don’t know how I got this far. And I’d say, I have felt like this pretty
frequently though.
Comparison to others. Some of the interview participants shared how often
they had compared themselves to their classmates and felt, not good, or capable
enough. Dotty’s interview found that she often compared herself with her classmates
in professional majors such as nursing and engineering. As a biology major, Dotty
shared that, “It seems like all of those students, once they graduate, they’re set, and
they can start practicing their profession.” She added that, “As a Biology major, I was
trying to figure out what it was I actually wanted to do.”
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Similarly, Andy’s interview found that he also compared himself to his
classmates. Andy shared that he compares himself to his friends in the engineering
school while he is a business major. Andy’s experience revealed how often firstgeneration students set high expectations for themselves when they compare
themselves to their peers. Andy elaborated on his experience by saying:
I have engineering friends and they start talking to me about how they’re in
these high level math classes and that what business is doing isn’t as important
as what we’re doing. It makes me feel like an impostor because it makes me
feel very much more insignificant, in a way.
With a disability that often required her to miss class, Mandy’s interview
revealed her comparison to others. She shared that she has had to “almost work harder
in case I do get sick or I do need to take more time off. I have to overcompensate and
doing really well in college and pushing myself really hard.” Nelly’s interview also
exposed the comparison to others that first-generation students experience. She shared
that she being in a male dominated major and being “one of three girls in my class”
caused her to feel inadequate. Nellie added, “I always feel like I’m always lacking in
some sort and always second guess myself.”
Experiences of resilience and persistence. This study found that regardless of
feeling like impostors, having self-doubt, and comparing themselves to others, the
participants also exhibited grit and resilience from their interview experiences.
Grit Scale findings. The study included 50 participants who completed the
Grit Scale. Out of the 50, 34 identified as female and 14 identified as male. The two
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participants were collapsed because they did not identify as either male or female.
There was no significant difference between the mean values of males (41.6) and for
females (39.8). However, I was cautious interpreting the mean distributions because of
a small sample size, particularly in males (N=14). The Grit Scale scores were recorded
in two categories 0-40 and above 40, and there was no significant differences between
males and females.
Resilience Scale findings. The study included 49 participants completed the
Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale, and 34 identified as female and 14 identified as
male. Two respondents who did not identify as male or female were excluded. The
study found that males had slightly higher mean on the resilience scale (N = 14, 72.5)
than females (N = 34, 67.2). This difference in mean was not significant (p < .25). It is
important to report that the mean value of the resilience scale in the sample (68.7) was
significantly lower than in the general population (79). This may suggest that firstgeneration students as a whole have a much lower resilience level compared to the
general U.S. population.
Interview findings related to resilience and persistence. This study found
that first-generation students are able to persist by building “close relationships with
my professor” as Mandy disclosed. Mandy added that during the COVID-19
pandemic, she “learned to also prioritize my rest and taking care of myself a bit more.”
Self-care is important so as to avoid burnout for students, but for first-generation
students in particular. Mandy attributed her persistence to degree completion to:
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I’ve tried to seek out support from professors and other students around me. I
think, especially in classes I haven’t done as well in, I get nervous almost to
reach out to the professor but I definitely try to talk to other students a lot and
build relationships with people in my classes.
Andy, shared that he felt isolated and “previously I did go through a bunch of
impostor syndrome because of the whole pandemic.” Andy credits his persistence to
degree completion to “friends here and they were helping me out, talking, giving me
that little social advice that I needed.” In addition, Andy found that being involved on
campus helped him persist and build his resilience. Andy shared that he has been
serving as a student ambassador with the first-generation student club at his college.
An opportunity that has placed him in a position to mentor other first-generation
students especially those in their first-year.
Conclusions. Overall, this study resulted in a variety of findings that can
positively inform future first-year first-generation students, parents of first-generations
students, professors, and higher education professional like financial aid counselors
who work closely with first-generation students. Participants reported experiencing
impostor phenomenon at the beginning and throughout their college journey.
However, many shared positive experiences of resilience and persistence that have
helped them on their journey to graduation as such mentorship from professors,
campus involvement, and support from family and friends. First-generation students
shared other challenges like cost of education and financial aid as other barriers to
degree completion.
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Limitations
There were some limitations to this study. First, due to the COVID-19 global
pandemic and social distancing restrictions, face-to-face interviews were not an
option. In addition, some of the participants attended college far away from the
researcher, that even without the pandemic, face-to-face interviews would not be
possible. The online meeting platform Zoom was an appropriate replacement, however
in-person interviews would have been preferred by the researcher in the event, it was
possible to travel to meet atleast some of the interviewees.
Second, the outcomes of the study were limited to only the participants that
mostly fully completed the survey (N = 51) and 6 participated whose interviews were
selected for the qualitative phase of the study. During the timeline that the survey was
open, most colleges were either just beginning their fall semester or term and the
students were continuing to experience a variety of challenges related to COVID-19,
and it is probable that there may have been a lower response rate than in other, more
typical school years. More participants were preferred to increase the sample size and
gather more perspectives.
Third, the researcher was not able to learn how many first-generation college
students are currently in their senior year and due to graduate in the spring nationwide,
and hence a response rate was unable to be determined and calculated. Institutions of
higher education define first-generation college students differently. Most of the
numbers schools have about their first-generation college students are self-reported
and thus the actual number of first-generation college students nationwide is unknown.
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Fourth, the Grit Scale used in the study was one found online and it indicated
that it was free to use. The researcher emailed the author and creator of the scale, Dr.
Angela Duckworth requesting to use the survey and to ask for any information
pertaining to the use of the survey and did not hear back. Although this instrument
provided valuable and relevant data for this study, it was preferred to hear back from
Duckworth regarding the scale.
Recommendations
The results of this study highlighted several recommendations to support firstgeneration college students on the journey to graduation. The recommendations are
focused on four groups: Future first-year first-generation college students, parents of
first-generation students, professors, and Higher Education: College staff such as,
financial aid counselors. In addition, the fifth theme [Advice: Support for firstgeneration students and positive affirmations] from the qualitative data findings
contributes to the recommendations discussed here.
Recommendations for future first-year first-generation students. Interview
question 6 asked the first-generation student to look back to their first-year in college
and offer that first-year student advice on overcoming impostor phenomenon. Ally
recommended that, “Push back. Push back every time because you do know what you
are doing, and you cannot let them [referring to anyone discouraging] affect you
because they think they have the upper hand in a situation. Nellie offered her first-year
self-advice saying, “I think the major thing is separating feelings from fact.” Nellie
elaborated on that advice adding:
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Because you feel something in some certain way, but in actuality that is not
how you are. I think it is just having confidence to know what you are capable
of doing and embracing your differences and not self-doubting a lot especially,
if you going into a male dominated area.
As a first-generation student ambassador on his college campus, Andy
recommended that first-generation students should not be afraid to go and experience
new things. He added that, “I would tell my freshman self to take advantage of the free
time that I had and make friends and join clubs.”
The researcher recommends that higher education universities and colleges
create as part of first-year student orientation a first-generation student specific
session. This session will enable first-generation students meet each other at the
beginning of the school year, be told of resources that their campuses provide to help
support them toward degree completion.
Recommendations for parents of first-generation students. Familial aspects
play a role in the journey to graduation of first-generation students. First-generation
college students are the first in their families to go to college and they pave the way to
higher education for not only for themselves but for their families, all while facing
many challenges (Canning, LaCrosse, Kroeper, & Murphy, 2020).
The six interview participants offered advice to parents of first-generation
college students. When asked what she would offer parents, Ally responded that, “You
need to validate our feelings, but push your student to see that they are worth it, they
are doing it. Pull out the old works if you have to.” Mandy mentioned that: “I think a
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lot of first-generation parents really don’t have the capacity to do a ton of research
because they are busy working or taking care of the family.” She recommended that,
“If they do have that capacity, to do research around financial aid, about scholarships,
and around ways that you can support your student or your child.” Mandy added that
parents of first-generation students should remember that, “First that they’re a child,
not that they’re just a student. It is important to emphasis that.”
Richie noted that, “I don’t think parents understand how difficult college is for
students in general, but especially for first-generation college students.” Richie
recommended for more understanding and support from parents of first-generation
students who would like to pursue graduate or professional degrees after college. He
commented that:
For example, with myself, since I am trying to go into medical school and
going all these routes, for my parents, they can barely understand why after my
bachelor’s degree, I would want to apply to graduate school.
Nellie shared that “for my situation, my parents did not know what kind of
college I was getting into, or what helped me with my career and stuff like that.” She
therefore recommended that parents of first-generation students give “them the love
and support that they need. To be the person their kid could come back to and just
share their experiences and stuff. Just being a support system throughout the whole
college experience.”
Recommendations for higher education. There are various stakeholders
within the institutions of higher education that work closely with students. The
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recommendations herein are directed toward financial aid counselors. Financing and
affording college is a significant barrier to first-generation student persistence to
degree completion. First-generation college students are predominately non-white and
come from low-income families and are often the first to navigate college admissions
and financial aid applications (The Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2021).
Some of the recommendations that six interview participants offered include
Ally’s advice to financial aid counselors. Ally said, “Don’t tell the first-generation
students if they can’t afford it [referring to affording college] they shouldn’t be here. It
doesn’t help.”
Mandy recommended for financial aid counselors to “approach the session
with empathy and understanding because you never know what that student is dealing
with.” Mandy followed her advice and recommendation with a personal story:
There have been times where I’ve had to go to the financial aid office myself
and write checks. I am overwhelmed, and dealing with money like that is super
stressful. Having to call my parents, figure out loan disbursement, all that. It is
confusing and overwhelming.
Nellie offered this recommendation to colleges and universities, “I think it
awesome that we have a first-gen club and association at XY [name of school has been
changed].” Nellie recommended that having a club or social gathering space for firstgeneration students on their college campus will help “foster a group of students who
have the same commonality.” She added that some social clubs and groups “are where
first-gen students could share their own experiences and learn from each other.”
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Recommendations for professors. Ally recommended that professors, “Do
not play favorites, offer the same opportunities to everyone for both social events and
individual mentorship.” Richie shared that his academic advisor “did a pretty good job
at preparing me for post-college stuff, post college life.” He recommended that
professors and academic advisors should help first-generation students “schedule out
all four years at the beginning, rather than doing it semester by semester.” Richie
recommended this because he shared that “during the last two semesters, I had pretty
bad anxiety for registration, because I did not know if I was going to get in all the
classes I needed to graduate on time.”
Dotty recommended that professors “be inclusive and encouraging of FGen
students.” She added that she had “a few professors that I had at the beginning of the
semester, prefaced saying, “I’m an FGen student myself.” Dotty added that:
Some professors gave out little information sheets for us to fill out in class,
and one of the question being, are you an FGen student? I think it just helped
us feel supported in a way that’s not even necessarily giving us special
treatment. It’s just asking if it is an experience that we’re having.
On the other hand, Andy recommended that since some professors cannot
directly ask students if they are first-generation, he encouraged first-generation
students to “if you’re open to it, just let your teacher know that you are first-generation
student.” Andy added that:
For the teachers, if that were to happen, I would take advantage of that. I feel
like a teacher would be more willing to help out if they knew that, especially if
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they are a first-generation teacher too. I think teachers should encourage firstgeneration students to go to office hours and talk to them.
Mandy recommended that professors remind first-generation students that,
“You belong here, you are deserving of being here. Those kind of affirmations are
really important.” Mandy’s recommendation came from a personal connection she had
with one of her professors. Mandy shared that:
I had a professor in my freshman year who told us, “Even if I only teach you
this once, if you have an issue two years later and you need someone to
advocate for you, I will do that. I need you to just email me and I will always
be a resource for you.” That kind of going above and beyond really instilled
this sense of you belong here, you deserve to be believed because navigating
an academic institution is difficult.
Last, Nelly another interview participant recommended that professors “just be
patient and understanding of our situation.” Nelly elaborated that:
I think a lot of professors come in, just making the assumption that all students
are the same and are held to the same standards. I think professors should be
lenient and understanding of first-gen students because they do not have the
knowledge or those hand-down stories of experiences of their parents, and how
they went through college.
Nelly recommended that professors should be “another support system for
first-generation students” and be “a mentor for that student to come to them to ask
questions.”
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Future Research
It would be ideal to conduct this study post COVID-19 pandemic and once
again aim to survey first-generation students from across the country. It appears that
due to unforeseen difficulties brought upon by the pandemic, the response rate was
lower than desired. Due to low frequencies, for example low and moderate categories
for the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale (CIPS) were combined. A greater
response rate would help yield more responses and paint a diverse picture on impostor
phenomenon among first-generation students.
It would also be beneficial to expand on this study by studying how firstgeneration college students who attain degree completion influence or impact their
siblings who apply and enter college after them. A comparison study between firstgeneration college students and their following siblings. It would be interesting to
compare experiences and investigate if impostor phenomenon is experienced by
siblings of first-generation students and what their factors of resilience and persistence
are.
More future research examining and comparing experiences of first-generation
students and their non-first-generation peers [traditional students] would be ideal. This
study has showed that first-generation do experience impostor phenomon. The
students in the study also shared their perceived factors that contributed to their
resilience and persistence on the journey to graduation. A comparison study between
first-generation student and traditional students would compare experiences of
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impostor phenomenon and the perceived factors that help traditional students succeed
and whether some of those factors can be applied to first-generation college students.
The survey used in this study provided good responses from the firstgeneration college seniors on their experiences of impostor phenomenon, resilience,
and persistence. Future studies with larger sample sizes will potentially be able to run
more statistical tests such as ANOVAs, correlations, informative chi-squares, and even
t-tests. Due to limited variation with the sample size for this study, age was not
included in the analyses done. Future studies would benefit from including age in the
study because a good number of first-generation students are considered nontraditional students, attending college past the traditional college-going age. Having a
larger sample size and being able to run more statistical tests would help to reveal if
there is a connection between age, being a first-generation student and persistence or
resilience. A comparison of mean using a larger sample size would be ideal to
investigate a difference in mean between gender and resilience, persistence and
gender.
Additionally, the interview phase of the study provided some good
recommendations needed to continue supporting first-generation students to degree
completion. For example, the interview question that explored what advice firstgeneration would offer other individuals such as parents and professors, provided
qualitative responses that could be converted into measurable quantitative and action
items to support future first-generation students.
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Conclusion Remarks
First-generation college students face many barriers on their journey to
graduation such as less familial guidance on how to navigate college, usually lower
grades, and they drop out of college at a higher rate (Cataldi, Bennett, & Chen, 2018;
Terenzini, Springer, Yeager, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996; U.S. Department of Education,
2017). This study investigated a prominent and usually invisible barrier that firstgeneration college students struggle with on their journey to graduation. This barrier is
impostor phenomenon. According to a new research study, first-generation students
are more likely to struggle with impostor phenomenon in competitive science courses,
technology, engineering, and in mathematics (STEM) (Canning, LaCrosse, Kroeper,
& Murphy, 2020).
This study revealed that females were more likely to have intense impostor
feelings of impostor phenomenon within their academic and social experiences. Some
interview participants highlighted feeling inadequate and comparing themselves to
their classmates in Science and Business majors. This finding is supported by research
that states that comparison and classroom competition with other students cultivated
feelings of self-doubt and fraudulence among first-generation students, hence
increasing impostor feelings (Hutchins, 2015; Leary, Patton, Orlando, & Funk, 2000;
Parkman, 2016).
The researcher discovered that first-generation students benefitted from
institutional programs or clubs on their college campuses that supported firstgeneration students. This discovery highlights the need for increased programming
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and intentional institutional support for first-generation students in order to increase
their persistence and degree completion.
This study also found that familial aspects such as pride, finances,
understanding, and encouragement was a determining factor towards the resilience and
persistence of first-generation students on their journey to graduation. Dotty, one of
the interview participants contributed that she has a young sister that is applying to
college. Now that she has had experiences as a first-generation student, dealing with
applying and entering college, Dotty mentioned that, “It is my responsibility to make
sure that she files her FAFSA, help her with applications, and I am glad to do.”
Dotty’s experience gives way to a new study that can examine how experiences of
first-generation college students impact or influence their siblings that are entering
college after their first-generation older sibling.
The first-generation college seniors that participated in this study especially
those that participated in the one-on-one interviews overcame their fear to share their
experiences on impostor phenomenon and factors of resilience and persistence. Their
candid voices and experiences will hopefully encourage other first-generation
students, add to the need for institutions of higher education to continue investing in
programs and intentional support for this vulnerable student population. It is important
for first-generation college students to know they belong on their college campuses,
and that their dreams of attaining an education are valid.
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To my fellow first-generation college students, I leave you these words from
the unrivalled Tina Turner from her 2013 interview with Oprah Winfrey (Fernandez,
2019).
My legacy is that I stayed on course … from the beginning to the end, because
I believed in something inside of me. So my legacy is a person that strived for
wanting it better and got it.
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Appendix D
Email to Potential Survey Respondents
Dear Participant,
My name is Yvonne Ayesiga and I am conducting research as a part of my doctoral
dissertation under the direction of Dr. Eric Anctil in the School of Education at the
University of Portland. I am studying Impostor Phenomenon among first-generation
college seniors and the factors that contribute to resilience and persistence on the
journey to graduation.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of first-generation college
seniors to understand the presence, or lack thereof, of impostor phenomenon during
their college journey. In addition, the study seeks to examine how experiences of
resilience and persistence among first-generation college students relate to the presence,
or lack thereof, of impostor phenomenon.
What is Impostor Phenomenon? Impostor phenomenon is described as an
individual’s feelings of not being as capable or adequate as others may operceive or
evaluate them to be. Symptoms include feelings of phoniness and self-doubt (Clance,
1985).
Resilience refers to students who regardless of economic, cultural, family, or other
social barriers still succeed at a higher level (Cabrera & Padilla, 2004).
Persistence is the percentage of students who are able to return to college at any
institution any given term year-to-year (National Student Clearninghouse Research
Center, 201).
Participation
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete an online survey
to mesure resilience, grit (persistence) and impostor phenomenon. Participating in this
study is completely voluntary and anonymous. The survey should take approximately
10-15 minutes to complete. There are no known risks for participating in this study.
The results of this study may be used in reports, presentations, and publications but the
researcher will not identify you or your institution.
There are no known risks associated with this study. You may withdraw your consent
at any time and discontinue participation without penalty. You are not waiving any
legal rights because of your participation in this research study.
Your honest responses on the survey may help us understand more about impostor
phenomenon, experiences of resilience and persistence among first-generation college
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students. This research may help improve future services and supports for firstgeneration college students on the journey to college success.
After completing the survey, you will be entered in a drawing to win one of three $20
Amazon gift cards by providing your name and contact information here: LINK
Thank you in advance for your consideration. If you have any other questions, please
contact me at 503-943-7560 or e-mail me at ayesiga@up.edu. You may also contact
Dr. Eric Anctil at 503-943- 7690 or email at anctil@up.edu. Questions or concerns
about your rights as a research participant should be directed to the University of
Portland Institutional Review Board, via e-mail at irb@up.edu. The study has received
approval through the UP IRB process. Thank you in advance for your participation in
this study. To take the survey, click on the following link: "DO I EVEN BELONG
HERE?"
Sincerely,
Yvonne Ayesiga, Doctoral Candidate, University of Portland

Appendix E
Survey
We thank you for your time spent taking this survey.
Your response has been recorded.

Below is a summary of your
responses

Download PDF

Thank you for participating in this dissertation study. Each completed survey will be entered in a drawing to win
one of three $20 Amazon Gift Cards.
This survey will take approximately 20 minutes to complete. Please read the informed consent information below
before continuing to the survey.
This survey is part of a research study by Yvonne Ayesiga, a doctoral candidate at the University of Portland. If
you agree to participate, please fully complete the survey below. If you do not wish to participate, please do not
complete the survey.
This is a confidential survey, and there are no anticipated risks to your participation in this survey. However, it is
unlikely yet possible that a data breach could occur with the Qualtrics survey, and that the data may not be truly
anonymous. All data will be kept in a password protected computer.
Participating in this research will help us better understand impostor phenomenon among first-generation college
students and their experiences of resilience and persistence. However, there is no guarantee that you personally will
receive any benefits from this research. Your participation is voluntary, and your decision whether or not to
participant will not affect your relationship with your institution or the University of Portland. If you decide not to
participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any time without penalty.
This survey is solely to understand your experiences, so please feel free to be completely honest in your responses.
If you have any questions about the study, please feel free to contact Ayesiga Yvonne at ayesiga@up.edu. If you
have questions regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact the IRB (IRB@up.edu).

For each item, please check the box below that best indicates how much you agree with the following
statements as they apply to you over the last month. If a particular situation has not occurred recently,
answer according to how you think you would have felt.
not true at all
(0)
I am able to adapt when
changes occur
I have at least one close
and secure relationship
that helps me when I
am stressed
When there are no clear
solutions to my
problems, sometimes
fate or God can help
I can deal with whatever
comes my way
Past successes give me
confidence in dealing
with new challenges and
difficulties
I try to see the
humorous side of things
when I am faced with
problems
Having to cope with
stress can make me
stronger
I tend to bounce back
after illness, injury, or
other hardships
Good or bad, I believe
that most things happen
for a reason
I give my best effort no
matter what the
outcome may be
I believe I can achieve
my goals, even if there
are obstacles
Even when things look
hopeless, I don't give up
During times of
stress/crisis, I know
where to turn for help
Under pressure, I stay

rarely true (1)

sometimes
true (2)

often true (3)

true nearly all
the time (4)

focussed and think
clearly
I prefer to take the lead
in solving problems
rather than letting others
make all the decisions

not true at all
(0)

rarely true (1)

sometimes
true (2)

often true (3)

true nearly all
the time (4)

I am not easily
discouraged by failure
I think of myself as a
strong person when
dealing with life's
challenges and
difficulties
I can make unpopular or
difficult decisions that
affect other people, if it
necessary
I am able to handle
unpleasant or painful
feelings like sadness,
fear, and anger
In dealing with life's
problems, sometimes
you have to act on a
hunch without knowing
why
I have a strong sense of
purpose in life
I feel in control of my life
I like challenges
I work to attain my goals
no matter what
roadblocks I encounter
along the way
I take pride in my
achievements

The following statements may or may not apply to you. For the most accurate score, when responding, think
of how you compare to most people-not just the people you know well, but most people in the world. There
are no right or wrong answers.
very much like
me
mostly like me
I have overcome setbacks
to conquer an important
challenge
New ideas and projects

somewhat like
me

not much like
me

not like me at
all

sometimes distract me
from previous ones
My interests change from
year to year

very much like
me
mostly like me

somewhat like
me

not much like
me

not like me at
all

Setbacks don't discourage
me
I have been obsessed with
a certain idea or project for
a short time but later lost
interest
I am a hard worker
I often set a goal but later
choose to purse a different
one
I have difficulty
maintaining my focus on
projects that make more
than a few months to
complete
I finish whatever I begin
I have achieved a goal that
took years of work
I become interested in new
pursuits every few months
I am diligent

For each question, please circle the number that best indicates how true the statement is of you. It is best to give the
first response that enters your mind rather than dwelling on each statement and thinking about it over and over.

I have often succeeded on a test or task even though I was afraid that I would not do well before I undertook the
task.
1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I can give the impression that I’m more competent than I really am.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I avoid evaluations if possible and have a dread of others evaluating me.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

When people praise me for something I’ve accomplished, I’m afraid I won’t be able to live up to their expectations of me
in the future.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)

4
(often)
5 (very true)

I sometimes think I obtained my present position or gained my present success because I happened to be in the right place
at the right time or knew the right people.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I’m afraid people important to me may find out that I’m not as capable as they think I am.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I tend to remember the incidents in which I have not done my best more than those times I have done my best .

1 (not at all
true)

2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I rarely do a project or task as well as I’d like to do it.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

Sometimes I feel or believe that my success in my life or in my job has been the result of some kind of error.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

It’s hard for me to accept compliments or praise about my intelligence or accomplishments.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

At times, I feel my success has been due to some kind of luck.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I’m disappointed at times in my present accomplishments and think I should have accomplished much more.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)

5 (very true)

Sometimes I’m afraid others will discover how much knowledge or ability I really lack.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I’m often afraid that I may fail at a new assignment or undertaking even though I generally do well at what I attempt.

1 (not at all
true
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

When I’ve succeeded at something and received recognition for my accomplishments, I have doubts t hat I can keep
repeating that success.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)

3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

If I receive a great deal of praise and recognition for something I’ve accomplished, I tend to discount the importance of
what I’ve done.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I often compare my ability to those around me and think they may be more intelligent than I am.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I often worry about not succeeding with a project or examination, even though others around me have considerable

confidence that I will do well.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

If I’m going to receive a promotion or gain recognition of some kind, I hesitate to tell others until it is an accomplished
fact.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)
5 (very true)

I feel bad and discouraged if I’m not “the best” or at least “very special” in situations that involve ac hievement.

1 (not at all
true)
2 (rarely)
3 (sometimes)
4
(often)

5 (very true)

Are you a first-generation college student (first in your immediate family to attend a four-year
institution)?
Yes, I am a first-generation college student
No. I am not a first-generation college student

What year are you in college?
First-year
Sophomore
Junior
Senior

What is your major?

What is your race/ethnicity? Please select all that apply.

Black/African-American
White
Asian/Asian-American
Pacific Islander
Native Alaskan/Native American
Hispanic/Latino
Multi-racial
Other

What is your gender?
Female

Male
Non-binary
Prefer not to say

What is your age?
Less than 23
24 and older

What type of institution do you attend? Please select one that applies to you.
Private college/university
Public college/university

I would like to dive deeper into understanding your experiences with impostor phenomenon and
how your experiences of resilience and persistence have shaped your college journey through
senior year. Would you be willing to participate in a 30-minute interview either by Zoom or
phone call to help us better understand your experiences?
Your responses to the previous questions will still be held confidential even if you provide us
with your email address to reach out to you to set-up an interview.

Yes. Please provide an email address to contact you

No.

Thank you for completing the survey! If you would like to enter the drawing for one of the $20
Amazon Gift Cards, please click on this LINK to input your email address. By using a
separate survey for your email address, your responses on this survey remain completely
confidential.

Powered by Qualtrics A
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Appendix F
Email to Potential Interview Participants
Dear First-generation Student,
Thank you for taking the time to complete my survey entitled: Do I belong here? This
survey is part of my doctoral study in which I am exploring Impostor phenomenon
among first-generation college seniors and how your experiences of resilience and
persistence have helped you navigate college.
This year has definitely been a challenging one but I am confident that our resilience
and persistence continues to help us carry on and make it through senior year, to
graduation.
Am kindly reaching out because you indicated by saying YES to be interviewed as a
way for me to better understand your experiences with impostor phenomenon and how
your experiences of resilience and persistence have shaped your college journey
through senior year. Please use this link https://calendly.com/fgen-interview-withyvonne/first-gen-interview-with-yvonne?month=2020-11 to provide a time
convenient for you to interview with me.
Interviews will last approximately 30 minutes and will be held via Zoom, or by
telephone if you prefer.
Remember that, I will not be using your real name/identity in my data analysis as a
way to maintain confidentiality of my participants.
Thank you for taking the time to fill out the interview scheduling link.
Yvonne Ayesiga
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Appendix G
Email to Interview Participant Prior to Interview
Hello ________,
Thank you for signing up to interview with me to help with my study.
Please see below the Zoom link for the interview. I am looking forward to hearing
your experiences on ________.
Yvonne Ayesiga is inviting you to a scheduled Zoom meeting.
Topic: FGEN Interview with Yvonne
Time: This is a recurring meeting Meet anytime
Join Zoom Meeting
https://uportland.zoom.us/j/99286497080
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Appendix H
Interview Protocol and Questions
My name is Yvonne Ayesiga. I am a doctoral candidate investigating Impostor
phenomenon among first-generation college seniors and how your experiences of
resilience and persistence have helped you on the journey to graduation.
This interview will help me learn more details about your experiences related to
impostor phenomenon, and resilience and persistence. This research is important
because first-generation students who come after you, parents of first-generation
students, professors and policymakers rely on your voices and lived experiences to
support first-generation students to degree completion.
This interview will take approximately 30 minutes.
Let’s review the consent form. Your participation is voluntary and confidential. Do
you still want to participate in the interview?
Do you have any questions before we begin?
So that I do not have to frantically write notes during our meeting, may I record our
interview? The recorded interview will also be transcribed and a copy emailed to you
for member checking.
1. You are the first person in your family to go to college. Can you tell me a little
bit about what that means to you?
2. Using one word, describe/sum up your experience at your college/university.
Follow up question: Please explain why you chose this word.
3. Impostor phenomenon has been defined as an Individual’s feelings of not
being as capable or adequate as others may perceive or evaluate them to be.
Symptoms include feelings of phoniness and self-doubt. Are you familiar with
impostor phenomenon?
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Follow up question: How would you describe impostor phenomenon in your
experience?
4. How often did you feel like an impostor in college?
Follow up question: How did you deal with that situation?
•

Probe for academic experiences of feeling like an impostor: How have
you coped to reach senior year?
Example: if student still needs a probe or example to highlight when
they felt like an impostor and how you overcame those feelings.

•

Probe for social/cultural experiences of feelings like an impostor. How
have you coped to reach senior year?

5. What advice would you offer your freshman year self on overcoming impostor
phenomenon as a first-generation college student?
Follow up question: What factors have contributed to your resilience and
persistence from first year to senior year?
6. What other advice would you offer other individuals such as:
1.Parents
2. Professors
3. College staff (financial aid officers, academic advisors etc.)
End with: Is there anything else I need to know about impostor phenomenon
and your experiences that I did not ask?

